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Preface 
This research paper is part of a comparative Nordic research project “Nordic welfare states and the 
dynamics and effects of ethnic residential segregation (NODES)”, funded by NORFACE’s 
Research Programme on Migration. NODES is a four-year research project which involves a team 
of fourteen researchers and six partner institutions from Sweden, Denmark, Norway and Finland. 
 
The NODES project comprises five multidisciplinary subprojects that aim to capture the links 
between the Nordic welfare state policies and trajectories of social and spatial integration. The main 
research question is: How are the Nordic welfare states shaping the conditions for ethnic residential 
segregation and de-segregation, and how are the patterns and processes of segregation affecting the 
wider  social  and  spatial  developments  in  the  different  host  societies?  The  underlying  causes  and  
impacts of ethnic segregation are explored from the perspectives of both individual migrant families 
and the receiving society.  
 
This research paper is part of the first subproject, which analyses differences and similarities in 
policy frameworks, immigration flows and settlement patterns in the Nordic countries. The specific 
research questions are: 1) How do welfare, housing, immigration and integration policy goals and 
practices differ between the countries, and what are the most prominent policy practices with regard 
to immigrant settlement patterns?, 2) What are the characteristics of immigrants and their migration 
flows into and out of the countries, and the major urban regions?, and 3) What characterises 
settlement patterns of different immigrant groups?  
 
These questions are discussed in four individual country reports that comprise of case studies from 
Sweden, Denmark, Norway and Finland. The country reports function as background reports to 
contextualise the policy framework, and migration and settlement patterns that we hypothesize to 
shape and affect the processes of ethnic residential segregation in our countries. Each country report 
comprises five chapters focusing on recent changes in the policy goals, practices and structures of 
welfare (chapter 1), housing (chapter 2), immigration (chapter 3), integration (chapter 4), and 
segregation and settlement patterns (chapter 5). The main findings are summed up and discussed 
with reference to ethnic residential segregation in a concluding chapter. 
 
The four country cases and comparative cross-country conclusions are published in a joint book, 
titled “Immigration, Housing and Segregation in the Nordic Welfare States”. The book can be 
downloaded on the NODES webpage http://blogs.helsinki.fi/nodesproject/publications/. 
 
 



Contextualising ethnic residential segregation in Sweden:  
welfare, housing and migration-related policies 
 
Roger Andersson, Lena Magnusson Turner and Emma Holmqvist 
Institute for Housing and Urban Research, Uppsala University 
 

1.  The Swedish welfare system 
In the welfare regime classification developed by Esping-Andersen (1990), Sweden is identified as 
a typical representative of a social democratic welfare state. This implies a strong public service 
sector distributing welfare goods to all families having needs, such as work, housing, day care, 
elderly care and so forth. Even free of charge education from elementary school to university is an 
important part of the Swedish welfare system. One of the ideological cornerstones of the Swedish 
welfare state is the idea of equality between different families despite demographic, socio-economic 
and ethnic characteristics as well as geographical location. Another concept used for the Swedish 
welfare policy is that it is comprehensive/universal, i.e. includes everybody in contrast to the 
delivery in so called residual welfare regimes. 

Housing has traditionally been a core element of the Swedish welfare state, characterised 
historically by tenure neutrality and a ‘unitary’ rental system (Kemeny 1995). A fundamental part 
of the welfare is also the use of active labour market policies, and a social security system requiring 
high levels of employment. This obviously necessitates high levels of female employment. 

1.1. Facts on the social security system  
The social security system is mainly funded through payroll taxes. However, taxes in Sweden have 
decreased since 2007 when the Government introduced lower tax on income from work compared 
to income from pensions, unemployment benefits etc. This has had consequences for the welfare 
system. In general, the welfare system has become less generous during the last years for those in 
real need. It is also difficult for persons with a higher income than 18,700 SEK per month to receive 
assistance. And it is really problematic for those whose period of benefits has expired; many 
security systems (used when being sick, unemployed etc) now have a time limit. 

1.1.1.  Social insurance – health insurance and unemployment benefits 
Social insurance is a key part of the Swedish welfare system and everyone that lives or works in 
Sweden is eligible to get benefits from it. It provides financial protection for families and children, 
for persons with a disability and in connection with illness, work injury and old age 
(Försäkringskassan 2010). 

The total expenses for the social insurance system in 2008 (latest available information) was 460 
Billion SEK. Just about 55 per cent are different forms of financial protections and pensions for 
elderly and survivors, 20 per cent comprise health insurance and another 10 per cent child 
allowances and parental benefits. Housing allowances is in monetary terms a tiny part of the social 
insurance system but of significant importance for households in need (see chapter 2). It is 
recurrently confirmed that housing allowances have a clear redistributive effect across households 
with different incomes (Magnusson Turner 2010). 
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Assistance to people in case of illness or disability is one component of the social insurance system. 
A person ill-stricken can receive ordinary sickness benefits for at most 364 days during a 450-day 
period at a level of 64 per cent of previous salary. If the illness last for more than seven days, the 
person will normally be expected to produce a medical certificate in order to continue to receive 
sick pay or sickness benefit. If the person’s work capacity is still reduced after one year, it is 
possible to apply for extended sickness benefit. In case of a very serious illness, it is possible to 
apply for continued sickness benefits. There is no limit to the length of time that continued sickness 
benefits can be paid for (Försäkringskassan 2010). 

The health insurance is under debate, mainly because ill-stricken persons perceive that they more or 
less are forced to work even if they have a medical certificate. The health insurance office has to 
take into consideration a person’s working capacity and not the degree of illness, in relation to the 
entire labour market, not just in relation to the person’s previous occupation or education. In a 
Budget Bill 2010 (Prop. 2009/10:1) the Government describes the relative generous health 
insurance system as detrimental for getting people back to work and as an obstacle for people to 
obtain rehabilitation. The Government also argues that the insurance system has been misused in 
regions with a high unemployment rate. People have been put onto early retirement schemes, 
instead of receiving active assistance to get a new job. 

The unemployment insurance system is an independent insurance financed by membership fees and 
payroll taxes. To receive unemployment benefits, people have to be a member of an unemployment 
benefit fund. Which fund depends on education or occupation, and the amount of fee for 
participating depends on the average risk for unemployment in that particular sector. In 2008 the 
Swedish Government decided to increase the fee, which resulted in a severe loss of members for the 
unemployment benefit funds. To obtain support a person must have been a member of an 
unemployment benefit fund during 12 months and have been working at minimum 80 hours/month 
during 6 months during a 12 months period. This makes it complicated for young adults just having 
finished an education, as well as for newly arrived immigrants, to get support from an 
unemployment fund in case of unemployment. For them, the risk of poverty is severe. 

The unemployment rate in Sweden has increased during the financial crisis, from 5.7 per cent in 
October 2008 to 8.1 per cent in 2009. The real problematic situation is for young adults (15-24 
years) whose unemployment rate has increased from 18.5 per cent in October 2008 to 25.7 per cent 
one year later (SCB 2009). It is worth noticing that Statistics Sweden (SCB) follows ILO standard 
and counts students who are applying and prepared to take a job as unemployed. 

Former social democratic governments have had political ambitions to create a high rate of 
employment  combined  with  a  generous  welfare  system.  Some  argue  that  the  system  was  too  
generous and created disincentives for employers to hire workers and for individuals to accept 
employment offers. The present liberal/conservative Government has a clear focus on combating 
unemployment and the social security system has therefore become less generous. One argument 
presented  by  the  Government  is  that  they  want  to  get  rid  of  obstacles  and  incentives  that  reduce  
employment. 

The Government states that a well-functioning labour market and an efficient labour market policy 
are important prerequisites for both economic growth and stabile welfare. During the last year, and 
with reference to the global economic crisis, the Government has also put extra resources into 
labour market policy measures. They emphasize that the unemployment insurance should function 
as readjustment insurance and that it is important to effectively bring together those seeking a job 
with those seeking labour (Government Offices of Sweden 2010). One way of achieving this is to 
facilitate labour force mobility, both locally and regionally. In that respect also the housing market 
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can sometimes be a problem. It is an economic challenge for unemployed individuals to move from 
weak labour markets to strong labour markets, especially if they have to sell a single family house, 
since a weak labour market also implies a weak housing market. For those who are not able to solve 
the housing situation on the market where they can find a new job, long distance commuting may 
turn out to be the only solution. 

1.1.2.  Housing allowances 
Housing allowances is another component of the social insurance system. Housing allowances were 
introduced in 1967-1968. There existed in fact some economic support for families with many 
children as early as in the 1930’s. Families with children, lone parents, young adults (18-29 years) 
and elderly are the target groups for the contemporary housing allowance scheme. If someone 
qualifies for allowances depends on a combination of number of children, dwelling size (number of 
rooms), housing costs and income. However, housing allowances are predominantly given to 
families with children. In 2002, more than 80 per cent of all single parents received housing 
allowances (Åhren 2004). In order to be able to apply for housing allowance, a person must be 
living in Sweden and registered in the Population Register (RTB). As a rule, the person must also 
be registered and permanently be living in the accommodation for which the allowance is applied 
for. The rules for housing allowances are set nationally. 

Housing allowances are tenure neutral, and cover rent in rented dwellings and part of mortgage, part 
of heating, other utilities, site-lease rent and municipal real estate fees (only for owner occupation) 
in cooperative and owner occupation. Since 1997, the system has also become less generous. For 
example, the total mortgage is no longer included in the housing cost. 

The amount payable depends on the size of household, income, housing costs and size of 
accommodation.  The  marginal  effect  is  20  per  cent.  The  system  is  based  on  norms  for  different  
types of households and has constraints concerning dwelling space and housing costs. 

Housing allowance is a preliminary payment and it is based on the expected income during the 
entire calendar year. The final allowance is not established until actual income for that year has 
been assessed for tax purposes. If the provisional allowance was too low, the household will receive 
a  supplementary  payment  with  interest.  But  if  the  provisional  allowance  was  too  high,  the  
household will have to repay. As a consequence some people hesitate to apply for housing 
allowances; they are simply afraid they cannot afford to repay in case of having received a too high 
provisional allowance. From 2006 it is possible to get a new type of support for families with 
shared custody. Families with children may receive a contribution to cover housing costs; a separate 
grant for children living at home and an extra allowance for children who sometimes live at home 
(alternating between two parents after a divorce). These changes are signs of an adaptation to new 
family constellations. 

In 2007 well over 10 per cent of all individuals in Sweden lived in households receiving housing 
allowances. Among those individuals living in households receiving housing allowances, groups in 
rented dwellings stick out. Well over 24 per cent of individuals in that tenure form receive 
allowances compared to four per cent of individuals in owner occupation. And close to 60 per cent 
of lone parents and 35 per cent of pensioners in rented dwellings receive housing allowances. Lone 
parents in owner occupation also receive allowances to a greater extent than other type of 
households (Magnusson Turner 2010).  

Housing allowances hardly ever cover the total housing costs. Instead housing allowances have 
been and continue to be regarded as a contribution to the household income in order to secure a 
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decent level of housing (quantitatively and qualitatively). For all households receiving housing 
allowances, the allowances cover on average just over four per cent of the housing costs. The 
distribution among households and tenure form follows the same pattern as described above. 
Housing allowances are rare in owner occupation and go predominantly to lone parents and 
pensioners in that tenure form. However, in these households housing allowances cover a minor 
share of the housing cost. For lone parents and pensioners housing allowances have a substantial 
effect and cover 16.7 respectively 19.7 per cent of the housing costs (Magnusson Turner 2010). 

1.2.  Socioeconomic development in Sweden 

1.2.1.  Employment and unemployment 
One feature characterising the Swedish welfare system is the occurrence of dual earner households. 
In an international comparison a very high per centage of Swedish women belong to the labour 
force. The employment rate in 2008 in age group 20-64 years was 80 per cent. Corresponding 
figures  for  men  was  83  per  cent  and  for  women  77  per  cent.  However,  not  all  women  work  full  
time. 

In the 1970’s the Swedish labour market was characterised by a high employment rate and a low 
level of unemployment (Table 1). One explanation was the steady increase in female employment 
rates. In the 1980s, Sweden still had a high employment rate, to be followed in the early 1990’s of a 
dramatic reduction in employment rates and a subsequent increase in unemployment rates. In only 
18 months time during 1991 and 1992, more than ten per cent of all jobs were lost. In the 2000’s the 
economy recovered and employment rates started to increase again, but they have not reached the 
levels  of  the  1980’s.  During  the  2000s  the  unemployment  rate  has  also  varied  at  a  comparatively  
high level. Halleröd and Larsson (2003) stress that Sweden has experienced a high economic 
growth, but still has a lower employment rate during the beginning of the new millennium 
compared to the 1980s. Their explanation is changing policy priorities; from combating inflation 
rather than unemployment. 

Table 1. Employment and unemployment rate in Sweden, 1970 – 2009. 
 1970 1975 19793) 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2008 2009 
Overall employment rate1) 72.3 77.0 79.2 80.3 83.1 73.8 77.1 73.9 75.7 73.5 
Employment rate men1) 85.9 87.2 86.2 83.5 85.2 75.2 79.1 75.9 78.1 75.5 
Employment rate women1) 58.3 66.5 72.0 76.9 81.0 72.4 74.9 71.8 73.2 71.4 
Overall unemployment rate1) 1.1 1.3 1.7 2.4 1.4 6.2 3.8 7.8 6.1 8.4 
Unemployment rate men1) 1.1 1.1 1.7 2.4 1.4 7.0 4.2 7.9 5.9 8.8 
Unemployment rate women 1.0 1.4 1.7 2.3 1.3 5.4 3.4 7.6 6.4 8.0 
Overall employment rate2)      70.7 71.1 72.5 74.3  
Employment rate men2)      71.6 72.6 74.4 76,7  
Employment rate women2)      69.8 69.7 70.4 71.8  
           
1) Statistics Sweden; AKU 1970-2009 Statistic Sweden’s database (2010-02-17). Age group 16-64 years. In 2005 it is a break in 
series. 
2) Eurostat. Age group 15-64 years. 
3) No information about employment and employment 1980 due to a labour market conflict in Sweden. 
 
Today labour market policy is a hot topic in Sweden. The liberal/conservative Government is an 
instigator of the flexicurity approach, with tax reforms, benefit reforms and promoting self-
employment. Even if labour market policy has a longer history in Sweden than in many other 
countries, active inclusion is a word of honour in today’s political rhetoric in Sweden.  
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1.2.2.  Dependency ratio 
Dependency ratio is an age-group related concept. It expresses the relation between the dependent 
part and the productive part of a population, i.e. those usually not in the labour force and those 
usually in the labour force. Statistics Sweden calculates the dependency ratio as a quota between the 
population in age groups 0-19 years and over 65 years, and the population in age group 20-64 years. 
Since 1970 the dependency ratio has varied around 70 to 75, which implies 70 to 75 not in the 
labour force per 100 in the working-age population (Table 2). The prediction for the future is a 
dependency ration close to 90. This forecast is based on the prediction of increasing numbers of 
elderly from around year 2030. 
 
Dependency burden is another out of several measures used to describe how much the working-age 
population needs to produce to support the entire population. There are different ways to calculate 
the dependency burden. Statistics Sweden calculates the dependency burden as the ratio between 
total population and employed individuals in age group 20-64 years. The dependency burden is 
expected to increase up to 2030, despite an assumption of increased labour force participation 
among foreign born persons, women and persons in age group 55-64 years. The increase is 
explained by an increased average length of life and an increased number of retired persons. 
 

Table 2. Dependency burden and dependency quota in Sweden, 1970 -2009. 
 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 20082) 20092) 
Dependency 
burden1) 

  2.12 2.07 2.01 2.27 2.20 2.18 2.13 2.14 

Dependency 
quota3) 

70.7 73.7 74.7 73.6 73.4 72.5 70.4 70.0 70.5 71.0 

1) Statistics Sweden AKU 1980-2005. 
2) Statistics Sweden, Prognosinstitutet 2008-2009. 
3) Statistics Sweden, www.scb.se/BE0401 .  
 

1.2.3.  Income inequality and poverty 
Sweden belongs to a group of OECD countries characterised by “very low” income disparities. 
According to OECD, Sweden had a Gini coefficient value in the mid-2000s of 0.234 compared to 
0.311 for OECD-30 (OECD 2009). 
 
Nevertheless, income disparities have increased in Sweden, see table 3. The recession in the 
Swedish economy 1992 to 1994 was severe but the overall economic standard improved every year 
from 1995 onwards. However, the gap between high and low income households has increased 
(SCB 2009). The share of households in Sweden with a disposable income below the norm for 
receiving cash social allowances decreased from the end of 1970s until the beginning of 1990s. 
Between 1990 and 1996 this trend was reversed but remains rather constant after 1996. The increase 
between 1991 and 1996 meant a doubling of the number of poor households. 

Table 3. Measures of income dispersion in Sweden, 1980s – 2000s. 
 Mid 1980s Mid-1990s Mid-2000s 
Gini coefficient1) 0.197 0.211 0.234 
Gini coefficient2) 0.201 0.213 0.231 
Interquintile share ratio (S80/S20)1) 2.7 2.9 3.3 
Decile 12)  4.4 4.2 
Decile 102)  18.8 19.9 
1) Income year 1983, 1995 and 2004. OECD 2009 
2) SCB 2009 
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Statistics Sweden elaborates with both different definitions of disposable income and ways of 
adjusting incomes for comparing households having different compositions. Most important is that 
Sweden includes capital gain in the calculation of disposable income. Including capital gains have 
had a significant effect on the Gini coefficient during the late 2000s. Part of the explanation is 
raising prices on housing and a positive trend on the stock market. For example, conversion of 
rented dwellings into cooperative dwellings in attractive locations has allowed households to make 
profit if they choose to sell and capitalize the value of the converted dwelling. However the profit is 
largely concentrated to households with the highest incomes (SCB 2009). According to SCB (2009) 
the Gini coefficient in 2007 with capital gains included was 0.307, and with capital gains excluded, 
0.257. 
 
If incomes are divided into deciles (equalised disposable income and capital gains excluded), 
polarization is evident; people in the poorest decile (1) get poorer and while those in the upper 
decile (10) see income gains. It is also evident from the interquintile share ratio (S80/S20) that 
income disparities have increased in Sweden, even if the ratio is moderate compared to OECD-30 
(OECD 2009). In mid-2000s that ratio was 5.3 compared to 3.3 for Sweden. 
 

1.2.4.  Poverty levels and trends in Sweden 
According to the poverty definition1 stated by EU, 12 per cent of all individuals in Sweden in 2007 
lived in households at risk of poverty (Eurostat 2009). However, this is the proportion after social 
transfers. Before social transfer the proportion is 28 per cent (Eurostat 2009). It is obvious that the 
social security system in Sweden has a strong effect on individuals’ welfare and more so than in any 
other EU-country; the system clearly reduces the risk of poverty. The effect of the social security 
system  is  similar  in  the  other  Nordic  welfare  states.  The  effect  is  illustrated  in  figure  one  where  
countries in EU-27 along with Norway and Iceland, are listed according to the difference between 
at-risk-of-poverty  rate  before  and  after  social  transfers.  If  the  social  security  system  has  a  strong  
effect on reducing poverty in Northern Europe, the effect is the opposite in Southern Europe, in 
countries like Greece, Italy, and Spain. The social security system has also a limited effect in 
Eastern European countries. 

Figure 1 provides a powerful characteristic of Esping-Andersen’s (1990) well known typology of 
welfare regimes. Esping-Andersen’s typology is an ideal-type categorisation focusing on labour 
market and tax/social security systems. Esping-Andersen distinguished between: 

Liberal regimes: characterised by a deregulated labour market and mean tested benefits paid at low 
levels. 

Corporatist regimes: characterised by a regulated labour market and an earnings related social 
insurance system. 

Social democratic regimes: characterised by a strong devotion to universalism in social and public 
service. The costs of the benefits require a very high level of employment. 

                                                
1 OECD scale: the share of persons with an equivalised disposable income below the risk-of-poverty threshold, which is 
set at 50 % of the national median equivalised disposable income (after social transfers). 
2 EU scale: the share of persons with an equivalised disposable income below the risk-of-poverty threshold, which is set 
at 60 % of the national median equivalised disposable income (after social transfers). 
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Another two regimes have been added to Esping-Andersen’s typology (Stephens et al, 2010): 

Mediterranean (rudimentary) regime: characterised by combining a weak social security with strong 
market regulation.  

Socialist and post-socialist regime: characterised by the workplace in the state-enterprise system as 
a locus of much welfare. 

 

Figure 1. At-risk-of-poverty before and after social transfer in 2007. Eurostat, 2007. 

 
The risk of poverty in Sweden decreased during the 1970s and the 1980s. But, by the end of the 
1980s, the trend was reversed. Since the beginning of 2000s the risk of poverty has been stable 
around 10 to 12 per cent (Table 4). 

It is obvious that one of the key factors explaining this development is the overall employment rate. 
During longer periods of high employment levels, trade unions are strong, and tax revenues make it 
also possible for the public sector to uphold fairly high ambitions in different publicly funded social 
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systems. When the reverse happens, more people will be affected by unemployment and by cuts in 
public expenditures. 

Table 4. Relative poverty rate, Sweden 1967 – 2005. LIS Key Figures (selected on 30 April 
2010. 

 1967 1975 1981 1987 1992 1995 2000 2005 
OECD-
scale1) 

10.6 6.5 5.3 7.5 6.7 6.6 6.6 5.6 

EU-scale2) 15.9 12.5 9.1 12.5 12.1 10.0 12.3 12.0 
 

The risk of poverty according to the EU definition varies between different household groups 
(Figure 2). Lone parents and single households have the highest risk of poverty in Sweden. Among 
single households, especially single women have a high risk of poverty. Previous research indicates 
that an increased risk of poverty is a reality primarily for elderly women with a low pension and for 
young adults (Magnusson and Andersson 2005). There is also a difference between female headed 
single parent households and male headed households. The risk of poverty is almost 50 per cent 
higher among female headed compared to male headed households. However, this difference 
disappears when the children grow older (Geosweden 2009). When discussing poverty risk it is 
important to take into account possibilities to be on parental leave, child allowances, and also the 
right for all children above four years to get a place in a day care centre. That makes it possible to 
continue to work after becoming a parent. Nonetheless, the risk of poverty increases with number of 
children in the household. Having several children is unavoidably an economic burden, and the 
possibilities to work full time are also reduced, at least for some time. 

0 10 20 30 40

Single women

Lone parents

Single < 65

Single men

Single > 65

Couple and three+ kids

Total

Couple < 65

Couple and one kid

Couple > 65

Couple and two kids

Percent

Sweden

EU27

 

Figure 2. Risk of poverty among different household types in 2008, per cent (Eurostat 2009). 
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2.  The Swedish housing market 

2.1.  The composition of the Swedish housing stock 
Sweden has about 4.5 million dwellings, i.e. 486 dwellings per 1,000 inhabitants (Bostads- och 
byggnadsstatistisk årsbok 2010). The housing stock is relatively evenly distributed over multifamily 
housing (55 per cent) and single family housing (45 per cent). There are three dominant tenure 
forms; owner occupation, cooperative housing and (public and private) rental housing. Sweden does 
not have social housing. 

The share of owner occupied (single family) housing in Sweden is about 41 per cent, cooperative 
dwellings 20 per cent, private rented dwellings 17 per cent and public rented dwellings 22 per cent 
(Table 5). The proportion is however different if we calculate the share of the population living in 
different tenure forms. Due to larger average household size in home ownership, more than half the 
population reside in this tenure form.  

Tenure form in Sweden is highly correlated with housing type. Renting is almost exclusively 
restricted to dwellings in multifamily houses; only 13 per cent of those living in rental dwellings are 
found in single family houses (Bergenstråhle 2006). Dwellings in multifamily houses are rented 
either from a municipal housing company or from a private landlord. Tenant owners in housing co-
operatives own collectively their flats, but have an exclusive right to live in one of the dwellings. 
Most co-operative dwellings are in multifamily houses, only 15 per cent of those living in 
cooperatives are found in single housing (Bergenstråhle 2006). Owner occupied dwellings have 
until now been single family houses. But since May 2009 owner occupied dwellings in multifamily 
houses is a new tenure form in Sweden, but first and foremost in new construction.  

The trend in Sweden today is towards a decreasing proportion of rental dwellings and increasing 
shares of tenant-owned (cooperative) dwellings (table 5). This is caused both by the composition of 
new constructions and by conversion of rented dwellings into tenant- owned. Tenure conversions 
have mainly taken part in the Stockholm metropolitan area and have been intensively discussed and 
criticised in the public and political debate. Without doubt, they have contributed to a 
residualization of the public housing stock and thus also to the segregation as well segmentation 
processes (Magnusson and Turner 2008). 

Table 5. Tenure type in Sweden in 1975 – 1980, per cent (Statistics Sweden). 
Year Owner occupied Cooperative Public rented Private rented Total 
1960 34 9 14 43 100 
1970 34 13 23 30 100 
19751) 40 14 24 22 100 
19801) 42 16 23 19 100 
19851) 43 16 24 17 100 
19901) 43 17 23 16 100 
2002 42 19 22 17 100 
20062) 41 20 22 17 100 
1) Statistic Sweden Census 1975, 1980, 1985 and 1990, 
2) Statistic Sweden, Estimated housing stock 2006-12-31 
 
The overview here presents the general trend, but the structure of the housing market varies greatly 
among the 290 Swedish municipalities. For example: the share of public rental housing is slightly 
less than 16 per cent at an average but vary between type of municipalities – highest in metropolitan 
areas and larger cities, and lowest in rural municipalities. A low proportion of public housing is 
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normally associated with a high proportion of owned single family houses, i.e. a housing market 
dominated by owner occupation. A high proportion of public housing implies on the other hand a 
more mixed housing market with owner occupation and co-operative dwellings, competing with a 
sometimes dominating rental sector, which is evident in metropolitan areas and in some of the 
larger cities. 

2.2.  Residents´ distribution over tenure 
The Swedish housing market is segmented, as different household types are unevenly distributed 
over different tenures. Figure 3 show that the higher income the less probability to reside in the 
rental sector. There is also a sorting on the housing market according to demographic and ethnic 
variables, see table 6. 
 

 
Figure 3. Income deciles in different tenures (Geosweden 2008). 

 

2.3.  Housing standard in Sweden 
By the end of 1990 most of the housing stock had been rehabilitated to a modern standard. After 
that the focal point in data collection by Statistic Sweden has been on changes in the size of the 
housing stock and distribution of dwellings of different size, rather than on modernisation. 

The housing standard in Sweden is in general considered as good. On the other hand, overcrowding 
has once again become a problem, especially in tight housing markets. For some households this is 
a preferred choice. For some households it might be the case that residing in an inner city area is 
more important than having enough space in relation to a given norm. But for many other 
households overcrowding is an inexorably reality, in particular for recently arrived refugees.  

Sweden operates with two official norms for overcrowding. Norm 2 states that a household is 
overcrowded if there are more than two persons per room, kitchen and living room not included. 
Norm 3 states that a household is overcrowded if there are more than one person per room, kitchen 
and living room not included. Norm 3 also states that a couple can share bedroom but each child 
shall have an own bedroom (Table 7). 
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Table 6. Share of households in different types of tenure 1980/81 – 2007, Sweden. 
a) Rented dwellings 
Household type 1980-81 1984-85 1990-91 1994-95 2000-01 2004-05 2007(T) 
All (age 16-84) 37 34 34 34 33 31 30 
Single 49 47 46 48 46 45 41 
Single parent  61 58 62 63 58 51 53 
Couple 36 33 31 27 26 24 24 
Couple with child/children 25 19 21 21 21 21 18 
Born abroad (both parents born 
abroad) 

57 50 51 52 51 45 46 

Born in Sweden (both parents 
born in Sweden) 

34 32 32 31 30 29 27 

 
b) Cooperative dwellings 
 1980-81 1984-85 1990-91 1994-95 2000-01 2004-05 2007(T

) 
All (age 16-84) 12 13 14 14 15 16 17 
Single 12 14 18 17 19 19 20 
Single parent  17 18 13 15 17 23 19 
Couple 14 15 14 15 15 17 18 
Couple with child/children 8 8 9 11 10 10 10 
Born abroad (both parents born 
abroad) 

11 16 15 15 16 17 16 

Born in Sweden (both parents 
born in Sweden) 

12 12 14 14 15 16 16 

 
c) Owner occupation 
 1980-81 1984-85 1990-91 1994-95 2000-01 2004-05 2007(T) 
All (age 16-84) 50 52 52 51 50 50 52 
Single 36 37 36 34 31 31 34 
Single parent  22 25 25 22 24 24 27 
Couple 49 52 56 57 57 58 58 
Couple with child/children 67 73 70 68 68 69 71 
Born abroad (both parents born 
abroad) 

31 33 33 31 29 33 36 

Born in Sweden (both parents 
born in Sweden) 

53 54 55 54 53 54 56 

 

Table 7. Overcrowding in Sweden, 1980/1981 - 2007. BHU, various years. 

 Year 
 1980-

1981 
1984-
1985 

1990-
1991 

1994-
1995 

2000-
2001 

2004-
2005 

2006 2007 

Norm 2 3.7 2.3 2.2 2.1 2.5 2.6 1.7 2.6 

Norm 3 19.6 15.4 14.2 15.3 14.4 14.8 13.1 14.2 

 
Overcrowding has been analysed in a recently published research report from the project Study on 
housing and exclusion: welfare policies, housing provision and labour market, supported by the 
European Community Programme for Employment and Social Solidarity (2007-2013). The project 
examines the relationship between welfare regimes and housing systems in six countries 
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representing different regimes: Germany, Hungary, the Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden and the UK. 
One issue is the impact of poverty and housing policy on housing outcomes, and another issue the 
impact of employment status on housing outcomes. Overcrowding is one aspect of housing 
outcome. The share of individuals living in overcrowded accommodation in Sweden in 2007 was 
21.5 per cent in public and private rented dwellings but only 3.4 in owner occupation. 
Overcrowding is of rare occurrence in owner occupation, except for lone parents and singles in 
working age.  

Despite different objective norms for overcrowding reported in the EU-project (defined by Eurostat) 
and in the present study it is worth noticing an evident overcrowding gap between poor and not 
poor households. Overcrowding is almost four times as frequent among poor households compared 
to not poor households. That ratio is highest in the Netherlands and in Sweden and lowest in 
Hungary and Portugal. 

A more general description of housing standard among poor and not poor people states that Sweden 
and the Netherlands have the lowest level of failure on the physical housing quality indicator, but 
the Netherlands records very low objective overcrowding rates and Sweden records a rather high 
figure. The ‘failure’ rate of poor people on housing standard indicators is higher than among the 
population as a whole, but the overall pattern compared to other countries is similar to the 
population as a whole. Again this suggests that the housing standard of the population as a whole 
have  a  strong  influence  on  the  housing  standards  of  the  poor.  However,  Sweden  and  the  
Netherlands do perform poorly on affordability. They record the greatest increases in poverty 
caused by housing expenditure and the Netherlands has a notably high level of poor people with a 
housing expenditure burden exceeding 40 per cent of net income. Among the poor, Sweden 
performs poorly on objective overcrowding but performs well on physical quality; the Netherlands 
retains its good performance on objective overcrowding and poor performance on neighbourhood 
quality. The two countries have the lowest dissatisfaction rates among the poor as they do among 
the population as a whole. From a welfare perspective it seems to be a trade off between 
affordability on the one hand and overcrowding and regular standard on the other (Stephens et al. 
2010). 

2.4.  Access to different housing segments  
On average, Swedish households spend about 23 per cent of their total expenses on housing. Home 
owners spend less on housing than households in the rental sector (Andersson et al. 2003: 24). 
According to Eurostat data, nine per cent of Swedish households spend more than 50 per cent of 
their disposable income on housing and 26 per cent of the households spend between 25 and 49 per 
cent (Normann et al. 2009: 172-174). To access owner occupation or a cooperative dwelling, a cash 
input is needed, and most people also need a housing loan. To be granted a housing loan you 
usually need to have a stable job. The market price varies greatly regionally and so does the amount 
spent on housing.  
 
Thus the rental market is the most accessible segment of the Swedish housing market; no cash input 
is needed to get access and both the private and public rental housing sector are open to all kinds of 
households and neither have constraints in terms of upper income levels. Sweden still has a soft rent 
regulation system that aims at equalizing rents between houses built in different time periods. The 
public  rental  stock  has  also  been  rent  leading,  also  for  the  private  rental  stock.  The  geographical  
location  has  only  played  a  minor  role  in  rent  setting.  There  are  intense  discussions  regarding  this  
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system and many –especially private owners of rental housing– argue for introducing market rents. 
This would of course affect accessibility of rental housing at least in some locations.2  

Although the rental sector is considered to be an open sector, there are no common rules on how 
vacant rental dwellings are distributed. Only a few municipalities have a housing mediation system, 
and allocation is sometimes based on queuing time (as in the Stockholm metropolitan Housing 
service) and sometimes on other more vague or subjective criteria, where the “right apartment is to 
be matched with the right tenant” (as in Gothenburg’s metropolitan Housing service). Who might 
be the right tenant and who decides upon this is not transparent. The owners of private rental are not 
obligated to use the Housing service when allocating vacant apartments, and thus contacts and 
recommendations are important in order to access private rental housing. The landlords also have 
the right to set up specified criteria on who will be eligible for a vacant apartment. It is common to 
have criteria regarding income, for example that a household income must be based on work and 
not  social  allowances  or  student  loans.  It  is  also  common  that  the  proportion  between  household  
income and  rent  level  is  specified;  often  the  yearly  income is  requested  to  be  three  or  four  times  
yearly rent payments. Some also have regulations concerning a tenant´s number of children or 
concerning the total number of household members. Although the criteria of course cannot be 
legally discriminatory there is evidence that the Swedish housing market indeed has such problems 
(see for example Ahmed and Hammarstedt 2008; DO 2008:3, Bråmå 2007; 
Diskriminerings…2010). 

The new construction of houses also impacts on accessibility. Both the volume of new construction 
and the tenure and housing type focus have varied greatly over the years. In the 1960s about 60,000 
multifamily dwellings were produced every year and about 20,000 single housing dwellings per 
year. In the mid 1980s about 20,000 of both multifamily and single family dwellings were produced 
each year. In the 1990s the volume of new construction dropped and less than 10,000 of both single 
and multifamily dwellings were produced annually. This production crisis has proven difficult to 
recover from and the volume has continued to be extremely low up to this date. In that perspective, 
2007 can be considered as a “high production” year but still only 35,000 new dwellings were 
completed.  The  variation  in  production  levels  and  not  least  the  historically  low  level  of  new  
construction have of course caused problems, such as excessive demand, especially in metropolitan 
regions, causing production costs and property prices to increase far beyond the rate of inflation. 
The uneven distribution of tenure forms in new construction has also had its impacts on the housing 
stock. As mentioned earlier, cooperatives have increased their share of the housing market while 
rental housing has decreased, especially in metropolitan areas (Statistics Sweden 2010; SCB 2009). 
 

2.5.  Policies to increase accessibility, affordability and creditworthiness 
The field of housing policy has traditionally been an area characterized by state interventions and 
subsidies. Housing policy has definitely been a key part of the welfare state. The foundation has 
been interest subsidies for new construction, housing allowances, rent regulation and a public 
housing sector that is also rent setting. Since the 1980s, when the housing (and credit) market was 
deregulated, a lot of changes have been made in housing policies. The housing policy area has 
developed from mainly focusing on producers to focusing on consumers, and policies have also 
become less general. Almost all housing subsidies to new construction are abolished, and this is not 
compensated by increased allowances. Housing expenditure has thus increased and the volume of 

                                                
2 The conservative government put forward a bill in March 2010 that was accepted by parliament. A big step towards 
market rents has thereby been taken, see prop. 2009/10:185. 
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new construction has decreased (Turner and Whitehead 2002). The amount spent on housing 
allowances has decreased and the public housing companies are not favoured anymore; they have to 
act on the same terms as the private rental sector. As discussed above, the rent setting role of public 
housing is also questioned (Prop. 2009/10:185). Since the late 1990s, the state budget for housing 
actually gives a net income to the State instead of being a substantial expenditure item (Magnusson 
Turner 2010: 24).  

Despite  less  generous  housing  allowances,  they  continue  to  be  the  most  influential  policy  on  
affordability, partly because other subsidies have been totally abolished. Housing allowances also 
affects accessibility as they are tenure neutral. Housing allowances are predominantly targeting 
single households and households with children. Housing allowances have however undergone 
major changes and their share of GDP has decreased; in 1990 expenditures for allowances as per 
centage of GDP were 0.66 and in 2004 they were down to 0.57 (Åhrén 2007: 215). Enström Öst 
(2010: 12) has shown that a reform in housing allowances in 1997, which imposed tougher 
constraints regarding floor space, decreased the number of recipients by 50 per cent. The reform 
also increased the rate of overcrowding among single parents.  

Taxation also influences the housing market. Despite the fact that the goal has been to uphold 
tenure neutrality, this has been more on a rhetorical level than something put into practice. Only 
home owners are for example allowed to do deduct interest payments. Some stakeholders assert that 
the taxation system indeed favours’ home owners. Differences in taxation on different tenures are 
seen as one reason for the low production of rental housing during the two last decades 
(Fastighetsägarna, Hyresgästföreningen, SABO 2010). Both transactions of properties and the use 
of properties are subject to taxation. The property tax was 1.3 per cent of GDP in 1999 but this tax 
was abolished by the liberal government in 2008. Instead they introduced a municipal fee with a 
maximum ceiling, (at 600 SEK). This tax policy change lowered the tax expenditure for households 
with houses having a high rateable value, and it reduced revenues for the state (Baunkjær 2004: 
155-178; Över... 2010). In order to finance this change the capital gains tax has been increased and 
the right to roll over the tax from gains in a new house is reduced and also imputed with an interest 
rate.  

The rather unique Swedish model of public housing and soft rent regulation on all rental housing is 
an important feature influencing both accessibility and affordability. All rents in Sweden are set in 
negotiations between the tenants (tenant organizations) and the property owners. The system is 
called Bruksvärdessystemet (the use value system) and aims at achieving market equilibrium rents, 
thus even out effects of excessive demand and housing shortage while keeping rents low and stable 
(Turner and Whitehead 2002; Bengtsson and Rothstein 1997). The rent mirrors several values and 
thus not only (geographical) attractiveness on the market. The rent level for public housing is the 
same as for private rental. In June 2010 the sitting government voted in favour of a proposition 
(Prop. 2009/10:185) that will change the rent setting system. The municipal owned public housing 
companies are not to be rent leading and the new system will be more in line with market rent. 

Public housing companies have also been key actors in implementing housing policies, as they are 
politically driven. Due to the fact that public housing actors now compete on the same terms as 
private actors and also because some municipalities have sold out the entire public housing stock, 
their influence tends to decrease in contemporary housing policy debates.  

When the liberal government came to power in 2006 they introduced two new, consumer oriented, 
subsidies that would influence creditworthiness. One is called Kreditgarantier för 
förstagångsköpare (investement  support  for  first  time  buyers)  and  the  other  Hyresgarantier (rent 
guarantees). However, these subsidies have almost not been used at all. From the introduction of 
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rent guarantees July 1st 2007 until the end of 2008 only 127 households had obtained a firsthand 
contract on a rental apartment as a consequence of the rent guarantee system 
(Kreditgarantier…2009).  

2.6.  Housing outcomes 
According to an OECD index, Sweden is one of the most segregated countries in Europe when it 
comes to ethnic segregation (DO 2008: 3). It is however important to say that Sweden like many 
other European countries does not have any large mono-ethnic clusters of immigrants but rather 
Swedish mono-ethnic clusters. It has been argued that areas dominated by immigrants should be 
called Swedish-scarce rather than immigrant-dense. The reason is that ethnic residential segregation 
to a large extent is caused by the majority Swedes settlement decisions. (Andersson 1998; 
Andersson and Molina 2003; Bråmå 2006).  

Table 8 highlights the overall distribution of Sweden- and foreign-born across neighbourhoods with 
different immigrant densities. In 2006, 144 neighbourhoods (defined as SAMS areas) in Sweden 
had a majority of foreign-born residents. Eleven years earlier (1995), the number was 58. While in 
1995, 6.7 per cent of all foreign-born lived in this type of environment, the proportion had increased 
to 10.6 per cent in 2006. The number of foreign-born in this category increased by 61,000 over this 
period, so that 123,000 first generation immigrants lived in high immigrant concentration areas in 
2006. This means that 25 per cent of the expansion of foreign-born in the country fell into high 
immigrant dense areas. If we add also the expansion of the 40 to 50 per cent neighbourhood 
category, which grew from 80 to 133 areas, resulting in a net increase of 42,700 immigrants, it is 
clear that immigrants over time have come to live in much higher immigrant densities than they did 
only a decade ago. This is of course expected in the sense that the overall increase in the number of 
foreign-born in the country at large by cheer logic means that neighbourhoods will get more 
immigrant-dense. 

Table 8. The overall distribution of Sweden- and foreign-born residents over neighbourhoods 
having different proportions of immigrants, 2006 (Andersson 2008). 

% Foreign-born Number of Born in Born Born Foreign- Diff. (N)

in neighbourhood n'hoods Sweden abroad in Sweden born 1995 to 2006
(SAMS) (N)  (N) (%) (%) Foreign-born

50 or more 144 91.000 123.000 1.1 10.6 61.000
40 to 50 133 114.000 92.700 1.4 7.9 42.700
30 to 40 248 214.000 113.000 2.7 9.7 46.000
20 to30 529 547.000 173.000 6.9 14.8 46.000
10 to 20 2.039 2.347.000 371.000 29.6 31.8 52.000
5 to 10 3.287 2.977.000 233.000 37.6 19.9 19.000
0 to 5 2.595 1.636.000 63.000 20.6 5.3 -26000
Total 8.975 7.926.000 1.169.000 100.0 100.0 240.000  

Also Swedes are affected by this but to a much lesser degree. The proportion of Swedes in high 
immigrant concentrations (above 50 per cent foreign-born) almost doubled 1995 to 2006 (most of 
these are second generation immigrants, i.e. children of two foreign-born parents), but there are 
nevertheless the case that in 2008, only 1.1 per cent of all Sweden-born lived in these 
neighbourhoods.  If  we  sum  up  the  three  neighbourhood  categories  that  have  highest  share  of  
foreign-born (30 to 100 per cent), we find that 5.2 per cent of all Swedish-born reside in such a 
neighbourhood while 28.2 per cent of all foreign-born live there. Eleven years earlier the 
corresponding figures were 3.0 and 19.3. 
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Almost 60 per cent of native Swedes live in neighbourhoods where the vast majority (90 per cent or 
more) of the nearby population is also Swedish. The immigrant dense neighbourhoods almost 
always comprise many different nationalities; sometimes more than 100 nationalities are 
represented among the residents. There are also signs of ethnic hierarchies in the sense that 
immigrants from Africa and Western Asia and other “visible minorities” are much more likely to 
live in immigrant dense areas compared to immigrants from any of the Nordic or EU countries 
(SCB 2008: 12, 56). Immigrant dense areas are often located geographically near the urban fringe, 
where a large part of the less attractive large scale housing was built within the Million homes 
program (Andersson et al. 2003). We will return to the segregation issue in chapter 4 and 5. 

Residential segregation is of course related to segmentation, i.e. the uneven distribution of tenure 
forms across demographic, socio-economic and ethnic categories. The segmentation pattern 
according family type (see table 9) is to a large extent explained by the close correlation between 
housing type and tenure. As owner occupation is only found in single housing and because larger 
dwellings are found in single housing, owner occupation is the preferred tenure for most families 
with children and for couples, while single parents and single households to a less degree live in 
home ownership.  

Table 9. Segmentation according to family type, 2008, per cent (Geosweden 2008). 
Tenure form Marrided/partner Married w. Single Single

without children children parents households Total
Home ownership 69 73 40 27 53
Cooperative 14 12 18 26 18
Public rental 9 8 22 22 14
Private rental 8 8 20 24 15
Total 100 100 100 100 100  

There is also a clearly marked segmentation according to ethnicity. Bråmå (2006) has shown that 
residents of Swedish background have 80 per cent higher probability to live in a single house than 
residents born in Asia or Northern Africa. Table 10 shows the segmentation pattern in 2008 based 
on country background. It is clear that home ownership is more common among those with Swedish 
 

Table 10. Tenure segmentation3  according to country background, 2008, per cent (Geosweden 
2008). 

Home Coop. Public Private Other
Country of birth ownership housing rental rental forms Total
Sweden 59 16 12 13 0 100
Rest of Nordic countries 47 24 15 13 1 100
Rest of Western European countries 44 21 17 18 1 100
Eastern European 28 21 30 22 0 100
Sub-Saharan Africa 9 10 58 23 0 100
Western Asia incl Turkey and N Africa 14 14 46 26 0 100
Eastern Asia 35 21 23 22 0 100
Latin America incl Central Am. & Mexico 23 21 32 23 0 100
North America, Australia, New Zeeland 47 24 11 17 0 100
Unknown 21 17 40 22 1 100
Total 55 17 14 14 0 100  
                                                
3 Unfortunately, when the population register of 2008 is matched with the real estate and property register, 554,000 
individuals (6%) do not match. The table is therefore based on 8.7 Million people. Immigrants are slightly over-
represented (7.8% lack information on tenure), but this does not seriously alter the overall picture emerging from this 
table. 
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or a western country background. One category –sub-Saharan Africa– has a very low ownership 
level and a majority of these residents are found in public housing. Also close to every second 
person from Western Asia, Turkey and Northern Africa resides in public housing. 

Tenure type and housing type, as well as housing type and dwelling size, are strongly connected in 
Sweden. Many cities have –contrary to the general aim of housing mix– reinforced segregation by 
allowing new construction to form rather homogeneous neighbourhoods and housing estates; they 
too often consist of the same housing type and/or tenure. Hence, it is not surprising that 
segmentation and segregation patterns interact and overlap. To give one example: about 85 per cent 
of all single housing units have at least four rooms while only 24 per cent of the cooperatives and 
16 per cent of rental housing consist of dwellings with four or more rooms (Bergenstråhle 2006: 
12). 

Table 11 summarises the remaining policies influencing the Swedish housing market in the 21st 
millennium. Important to remark is that as the rent setting system for the rental stock is under 
construction the current rent control will probably become much weaker or even abolished. 

Table 11. Summary of remaining housing policies. 

 Public 
housing 

Private 
renting 

Co-operatives 
etc 

Owner-
occupied 

Individual (demand) 
support 

yes yes yes yes 

Supply support no no no no 
Tax support no no yes yes 
Rent/price control yes yes no no 
Regulation of access no no (yes) no 
Supported finance no no no no 
(yes) means partly 
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3.  Immigration flows, immigration policies and practices in Sweden 

3.1.  The longer view 
The proportion foreign-born is high in Sweden, 14.3 per cent. The other Nordic countries have 
lower shares; Norway 9 per cent, Iceland 8 per cent, Denmark 7 per cent and Finland 2 per cent. 
Few industrialized countries reach the Swedish level. Some of the well-known immigration 
countries like France, The Netherlands and the UK have a lower share of foreign-born. The United 
States has approximately the same share as Sweden (13 per cent in 2008). However, well into the 
1940s, Sweden like the rest of the Nordic region was one of Europe´s ethnically most homogenous 
countries. Other European countries, in particular in Central and Eastern Europe, had until then 
been much more affected by conflicts due to mass migration of people (Widgren 1980: 9) Some 
‘elite immigration’ occurred during medieval times and later, for example merchants from Germany 
(12th-14th century), businessmen and craftsmen from Scotland, the Netherlands and France (17th 
century), Wallonian blacksmiths from southern Belgium (17th century). Also the Savolax Finns, 
forest-farmers who settled in sparsely populated areas close to the Norwegian border, should be 
mentioned as a category that settled early in Sweden (during the 16th and 17th century). From 1780, 
also some Jews were entitled to settle in Sweden, and by the end of the 19th century they had 
increased in numbers to around 1,000. Roughly speaking, about one per mill of Sweden’s 
population in 1880 had a non-Swedish citizenship.  

The period 1800-1930 was marked by a substantial emigration from Sweden. In total, some 1.3 
million people left the country and most of them settled in the United States. In 1910, three of the 
world’s top 10 Swedish-speaking cities were found in the U.S.: New York, Chicago, Minneapolis 
(SNA Population). When the U.S. immigration policy changed during the 1920s, Swedish net 
emigration gradually shifted towards immigration surplus. This surplus initially consisted of 
returning Swedish-Americans but soon thereafter –connected to WWII developments– Sweden 
became a more permanent net-receiver of international migrants. Widgren (1980) points out three 
basic reasons for this shift. First of all, Widgren mentions reasons connected to foreign policy. 
Sweden had not taken part in the war and 'had a moral obligation' to keep its borders open for 
refugees from the neighbouring countries (all of them occupied and/or involved in the war). Some 
30,000 refugees from Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania came to Sweden in 1943-1945, as did about 
60,000 from Denmark and Norway, and 70,000 children from Finland. Somewhat later, the so-
called Bernadotte action resulted in an influx of about 34,000 refugees from the continent (many 
from  concentration  camps).  Many  of  the  war  refugees  returned  home  already  in  the  summer  of  
1945, or they moved on to the U.S. and other countries after the war, but a large number remained 
in Sweden. 

Secondly, Widgren points out a ‘population policy’ factor. During the 1930s, birth rates in Sweden 
had dropped to a very low level, resulting in a changing age structure. As manufacturing industry 
was left unaffected by the war, demand for Swedish goods was at a very high level after the war. 
Despite the war refugees, despite a rapid increase in female labour market participation rates, and 
despite a rapid rationalisation of production methods in the rural sectors, leading to urbanisation, the 
industry faced growing labour shortage (Widgren 1980: 12). 

The third factor, closely related to the second one, was of an economic nature. Unemployment had 
dropped to about 2 per cent after the war and the demand for Swedish goods (primarily investment 
goods like machinery) increased rapidly. The firms and the employers’ organisations identified 
labour import as the only possible solution if inflation should be controlled and economic growth 
should be sustained. Immigration started and the most important instrument was the step-by-step 
introduction of a free movement space within the Nordic region from 1946 to 1954. This especially 
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resulted in increasing mobility between Finland and Sweden. It is estimated that about 60 per cent 
of all intra-Nordic migrations that took place between 1954 and 1980 (about one million registered 
moves) were done between Finland and Sweden (Widgren 1980: 12). At the same time, 
immigration from non-Nordic sources also increased. In 1947, a special labour market commission 
was set up by Government and it immediately started to recruit workers in Italy, Hungary and 
Austria. In the 1950s, recruitments were made also in West Germany, the Netherlands, Italy, 
Austria, Belgium and Greece. However, numbers were rather small and only some 5 per cent of the 
total influx in the 1950s came from non-Nordic countries (12,000 out of 258,000). But it is 
important to point out that this non-Nordic immigration is the starting point for the modern history 
of Swedish immigration policy. At the time, very few thought about the potential consequences of 
the immigration for the immigrants, their families, or for Swedish society in general. Sweden had 
immigration but no immigrant policy. It was not until the early 1960s that Swedish population 
forecasts took immigration into account. By then, the country had had an immigration surplus for 
30 years with a total surplus of 279,000 people (39,000 in the 1930s, 134,000 in the 1940s, 106,000 
in the 1950s) (Widgren 1980: 13.). 

3.2.  Labour market immigration 
During the second phase of post-war immigration to Sweden, commencing in the mid-1960s and 
ending in 1973, the number of immigrants increased and the 'immigrant issue' became more widely 
discussed. A public inquiry argued in 1965 that Sweden should commence a more active 'guest 
worker' strategy. It forecasted scarcity of labour in Europe. However, in the very same year many 
Yugoslavs and Turks arrived in Trelleborg in southern Sweden, and the country also went rapidly 
into an economic recession. Together this brought with it a reaction from the trade unions, which 
demanded a regulated labour immigration policy. The Social Democratic government introduced 
such regulations in March 1967, and thereafter all non-Nordic immigrants needed a work permit, a 
specific job and accommodation before entering Sweden (SOU 1982/49). This meant that permits 
were only granted when the country was in need of that particular type of foreign labour. If there 
were unemployed persons in Sweden capable of performing the job in question, no permit was 
granted. But the following groups were exempt from labour market checks:  

Nordic citizens, who since 1951 had enjoyed the right to settle and work wherever they liked in the 
Nordic area without special permission of any kind  

Refugees  

Close relatives wishing to be united or reunited with their families in Sweden. 

Even if the 1967 decision made non-Nordic immigration more regulated, the government continued 
to favour collective labour recruitment abroad. Agreements were signed with Yugoslavia in 1966 
and with Turkey in 1967 (SOU 1982/49: 77). Swedish firms continued to recruit labour, assisted by 
the  Board  of  the  Labour  market  (Arbetsmarknadsstyrelsen,  AMS)  and  the  Ministry  of  Labour  
(Lundh and Olsson 1994; Appelqvist 2000, 185). In fact, the regulations did not reduce the number 
of immigrants coming to Sweden. On the contrary, the economic boom of the late 1960s brought 
with it an all-time-high in immigration numbers. Between 1968 and 1970 some 100,000 Finns went 
to Sweden, causing a net loss of population numbers in Finland (many of them returned only a few 
years later).  

The political reforms in the 1960s (see chapter 4) that was the result of labour market immigration 
are one reason for identifying the mid 1970s as the beginning of a new period. But besides this 
important shift, immigration also changed, and it changed dramatically. 
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3.3.  Refugee immigration and family reunion migration 
The Swedish labour immigration policy effectively ended in 1972 (due to changing policy but also 
due to the economic recession following in 1973). The very same year did, however, witness an 
increased influx of a new type of refugee: non-European political refugees. This started already in 
1966, when the UN High commissioner asked Sweden to accept a group of Lebanon-based 
Assyrians, but it was soon followed by Asians from Uganda, who in late 1972 were thrown out by 
Idi Amin and had to leave the country within 90 days. Most of these ended up in the U.K. but a total 
of 800 arrived in Sweden via the U.K. and refugee camps in Italy and Austria. The year after, 1973, 
the world witnessed a brutal military coup in Chile during which president Allende was murdered 
and many thousands of socialists were killed or persecuted. The Swedish Embassy played an 
important role in trying to assist people in Santiago immediately after the coup, and the Swedish 
PM Olof Palme obviously played a key role in the decision to invite and accept Chileans and other 
Latin Americans to stay in Sweden as political refugees. From 1973 to 1978 between 6,000 and  
7,000 Latin Americans came to Sweden, later to be followed by many more by reason of family ties 
and continued hardship in Chile under the dictatorship. There are currently (2006) 109,200 Latin 
Americans in Sweden. Of these, 67,000 were born in Latin America and 42,000 were born in 
Sweden having at least one Latin American-born parent. 

The 1970s also witnessed an increase in ’spontaneously arriving refugees’ in Sweden. Between 
1968 and 1981 it is estimated that such non-planned refugee immigration was in the range of 36,000 
(SOU 1982/49: 127). All in all, refugee immigration to Sweden 1950 to 1980 was dominated by 
people originating in Hungary, followed by Chile, Yugoslavia, Poland, and Turkey. 

Towards the mid 1980s, refugee immigration and family reunion migration to Sweden took on new 
proportions. In 1980, 7.5 per cent of the Swedish population were foreign-born. In 2009, the 
proportion had increased to 14.3 per cent. If one includes people who are born in Sweden having 
two foreign-born parents, 18.6 per cent now have a foreign background. If one includes Swedish-
born with one Swedish and one foreign-born parent, the proportion increases with about 7 per cent 
(SCB Demographic reports 2004: 5, 118 and Demographic reports 2010: 2). According to the 
earlier definition of the concept “foreign background”, thus 25 per cent of the country’s population 
qualify. 

Table 12 charts basic population data 1960 to 2009. It has been estimated that the entire population 
increase since 1970 is due to immigration (the contribution of net immigration and the immigrants’ 
children born in Sweden). Although fertility rates for most immigrant categories seem to converge 
rather rapidly towards the natives Swedes, they are still rather high for people originating in Africa 
and parts of Asia (see also table 13), contributing further to higher overall fertility in the country. 

As will be discussed more in detail in chapter 4, the type of refugee migration that has dominated 
immigration to Sweden and many other countries since the 1970s, gave rise to different types of 
policy developments.  
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Table 12. Population statistics, Sweden 1960 to 2000 (Statistics Sweden). 
Population Statistics

2009 2008 2005 2000 1995 1990 1985 1980 1975 1970 1960
Population 31 december (in 1000s) 9 341 9 256 9 048 8 883 8 837 8 591 8 358 8 318 8 208 8 081 7 498
Men 4 649 4 604 4 487 4 393 4 366 4 244 4 127 4 120 4 081 4 036 3 740
Women 4 692 4 653 4 561 4 490 4 471 4 347 4 231 4 198 4 127 4 045 3 758
Age 0-17 1 921 1 925 1 934 1 938 1 967 1 880 1 844 1 977 2 013 2 007 2 046
Age 0-17, percentage of total population 20,6 20,8 21,4 21,8 22,3 21,9 22,1 23,8 24,5 24,8 27,3
Age 65- 1 691 1 645 1 565 1 531 1 543 1 526 1 454 1 362 1 251 1 113 888
Age 65-, percentage of total population 18,1 17,8 17,3 17,2 17,5 17,8 17,4 16,4 15,2 13,8 11,8
Foreign citizens (in 1000s) 603 562 480 477 532 484 389 422 410 411 191
Percentage foreign citizens 6,5 6,1 5,3 5,4 6,0 5,6 4,6 5,1 5,0 5,1 2,5
Foreign-born (in 1000s) 1 338 1 282 1 126 1 004 936 790 656 627 550 538 300
Percentage foreign-born 14,3 13,8 12,4 11,3 10,6 9,2 7,8 7,5 6,7 6,7 4,0
Born in Sweden, two foreign-born parents (in 1000s) 396 379 338 284 224
Percentage foreign background* 18,6 17,9 16,2 14,5 13,1
Births (in 1000s) 112 109 101 90 103 124 98 97 104 110 102
Total Fertility Rate 1,94 1,91 1,77 1,55 1,74 2,14 1,73 1,68 1,78 1,94 2,13
Deaths (in 1000s) 90 91 92 93 94 95 94 92 88 80 75
Life expectancy, men 79,4 79,1 78,4 77,4 76,2 74,8 73,8 72,8 72,1 72,2 71,2
Life expectancy, women 83,4 83,2 82,8 82,0 81,5 80,4 79,7 78,8 77,9 77,1 74,9
Immigration (in 1000s) 102 101 65 59 46 60 33 39 44 77 26
Immigrants per 1000 inh. (beginning of year) 11,0 11,0 7,2 6,6 5,2 7,0 4,0 4,7 5,4 9,6 3,5
Emigration (in 1000s) 39 45 38 34 34 25 22 30 27 29 15
Emigrants per 1000 inh. (beginning of year) 4,2 4,9 4,2 3,8 3,9 3,0 2,6 3,6 3,3 3,6 2,0
Population growth (in 1000s) 84 73 36 21 21 64 16 15 32 77 36
Population growth per 1000 (beginning of year) 9,1 8,0 4,0 2,4 2,4 7,5 1,9 1,8 3,9 9,5 4,8
Swedish citizenships (in 1000s) 30 30 40 43 32 17 20 21 17 12 8
*The definition of foreign background was changed in the early 1990s. Earlier data are based on a definition saying that a child born in Sweden with 
one foreign-born parent should be regarded to have foreign background (in the statistics). The current definition requires two foreign-born parents. 
 

Table 13. Age-specific fertility rates by country of birth and citizenship of mother, 2002 (SCB 
Befolkningsstatistik del 4, 2002, Tabell 3.13). 

Mother's country of birth Mother's age Fertility Relative
15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 rate* to total

Nordic country 5,6 41,2 107,7 111,4 46,0 8,2 0,3 1602 0,97
Thereof Swedish citizens 5,4 40,7 107,8 111,6 45,8 8,1 0,3 1598 0,97
Thereof Foreign citizens 13,2 58,9 106,2 106,5 52,2 9,0 0,5 1732 1,05

EU15 except Denmark and Finland 8,9 34,6 67,5 107,0 60,4 11,3 0,3 1450 0,88
Thereof Swedish citizens 5,8 21,9 82,2 88,6 43,2 8,8 0,7 1255 0,76
Thereof Foreign citizens 13,1 42,9 60,8 113,8 68,6 12,9 - 1561 0,94

Africa 14,4 110,7 156,8 142,3 83,4 30,2 3,2 2704 1,64
Thereof Swedish citizens 8,4 57,0 134,8 124,3 76,1 21,6 1,6 2119 1,28
Thereof Foreign citizens 23,6 153,5 175,5 166,0 99,0 57,5 9,3 3422 2,07

South America 11,6 54,5 99,4 103,5 50,8 14,8 0,4 1675 1,01
Thereof Swedish citizens 9,8 47,8 87,1 104,8 44,5 12,7 - 1534 0,93
Thereof Foreign citizens 18,1 77,5 126,8 101,7 59,2 18,3 1,4 2015 1,22

Asia 17,0 104,2 128,1 112,6 62,4 15,8 1,6 2208 1,34
Thereof Swedish citizens 7,3 53,7 106,1 99,8 53,1 11,2 1,4 1662 1,01
Thereof Foreign citizens 39,3 180,8 156,3 131,1 78,9 26,5 2,3 3076 1,86

Iraq 22,1 164,2 170,7 153,6 86,4 28,0 0,6 3128 1,89
Thereof Swedish citizens 8,0 73,7 120,5 127,6 70,1 20,7 - 2103 1,27
Thereof Foreign citizens 30,2 202,3 193,8 170,4 100,7 36,1 1,4 3674 2,22

Iran 4,7 40,2 87,9 96,3 51,6 11,6 1,7 1470 0,89
Thereof Swedish citizens 2,0 19,1 67,8 88,7 45,2 8,1 1,4 1162 0,70
Thereof Foreign citizens 19,4 104,6 120,9 110,4 73,0 30,2 3,5 2310 1,40

Total Sweden 6,6 47,7 109,2 110,7 47,3 8,9 0,3 1653 1,00
Thereof Swedish citizens 5,6 41,8 107,3 110,2 46,0 8,3 0,3 1598 0,97
Thereof Foreign citizens 26,9 121,0 128,1 116,1 63,6 16,0 1,1 2364 1,43
* Total number of children during the fertile period per 1000 females.  
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3.4.  In and out migration composition 
Before getting deeper into these questions, let us outline some key demographic and socio-
economic features of immigrants in Sweden over the past 60 years. Three quarters of the entire 
population growth since 1945 is due to immigration surplus. From 1945 to 2003 net migration 
surplus, including children born to immigrants, was 1,840,000 people and the total population 
growth was 2,380,000 (Statistiska entralbyrån 2004). Figure four displays immigration and 
emigration numbers 1945 to 2009. Two aspects should be pointed out. Firstly, the numbers increase 
over time but, secondly, immigration and to a lesser degree emigration sometimes vary quite 
substantially from year to year. All in all, 2.89 Million people have immigrated during the period 
while 1.62 Million have emigrated, giving a net migration figure at around 1.28 Million people. If 
we combine the first and second period of post-war immigration (war-related refugee migration and 
labour migration, 1945-1972) the net migration figure is 443,000 while the third period (refugee 
migration after 1972) contributes with 834,000. Immigration has been all time high 2006-2009, 
resulting in the influx of around 100,000 each year and 398,000 in total. For the first time ever, 
annual immigration exceeds one per cent of the population stock. 

 

Figure 4.  Immigration and emigration, Sweden 1945 to 2009 (Statistic Sweden). 

 
Naturally, the combination of much larger numbers and different country origins for the third period 
compared to the first and second periods has resulted in a substantial shift in the composition of 
immigrants in Sweden. Figure five charts the overall increase in immigrants’ numbers residing in 
Sweden and their broad compositional change 1950 to 2008. People born outside of Europe now 
comprise 45 per cent of all immigrants in Sweden. Meanwhile, both the absolute number and in 
particular the proportion of Nordic country people have decreased (from roughly 50 per cent in 
1980 to 21 per cent in 2008). However, if we study the current migration exchange not by regions 
but by individual countries, Finland, Denmark and Norway continue to be present among the top 
five countries.  

Table 14 summarizes the current composition of immigrants in Sweden according to world regions. 
Tables 15 and 16 give country-specific information concerning origin and destination countries for 
the 1990 to 2006 period. 
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Figure 5. The number and composition of foreign-born in Sweden 1950-2008 (Statistics Sweden). 

Table 14. Composition of the stock of foreign-born in Sweden, 2008 (Geosweden/Statistics 
Sweden). 

Country/world region Frequency Percent

Born in Sw eden 7963577 86,2
Rest of Nordic countries 268419 2,9
Rest of Western European countries 131702 1,4
Eastern European 298371 3,2
Sub-Saharan Africa 74971 ,8
Western Asia incl Turkey and N Africa 292052 3,2
Eastern Asia 114123 1,2
Latin America incl Central America & Mexico 70484 ,8
North America, Australia, New Zeeland 22205 ,2
Unknow n 610 ,0
Total 9236514 100,0  

 

Table 15. Origin countries for immigrants to Sweden 1990-2006, by country of birth (still in 
Sweden 2006) (Geosweden database). 

Foreign-born Sweden-born
Country Numbers % Country Numbers %
Bosnia-Herzegovina 49160 7.6 Norway 25963 18.6
Iraq 41748 6.5 USA 16296 11.7
Finland 37012 5.7 Denmark 9991 7.2
Norway 35890 5.6 Germany 7088 5.1
Denmark 33696 5.2 United Kingdom 6746 4.8
F. Yugoslavia 29338 4.5 Finland 6489 4.7
Poland 23242 3.6 Spain 6335 4.5
Iran 22701 3.5 France 4324 3.1
Germany 22021 3.4 Belgium 3919 2.8
Turkey 17721 2.7 Switzerland 3156 2.3
USA 17216 2.7 Australia 2913 2.1
Thailand 14480 2.2 The Netherlands 2377 1.7
Lebanon 13229 2.0 Italy 2162 1.6
Somalia 12600 2.0 Greece 1623 1.2
China & Taiwan 11734 1.8 China & Taiwan 1550 1.1
Russia 11529 1.8 Canada 1549 1.1
All other 252519 39.1 All other 36876 26.5
Total 645836 100.0 Total 139357 100.0  
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Table 16. Destination countries 1990-2006 for emigrants from Sweden, by country of birth 
(Geosweden database). 

Foreign-born Sweden-born
Country Numbers % Country Numbers %
Finland 37288 15.2 Norway 38379 18.6
Norway 31994 13.1 USA 27161 13.2
Denmark 21642 8.8 Denmark 14067 6.8
USA 15258 6.2 United Kingdom 11318 5.5
Germany 9411 3.8 Germany 9950 4.8
United Kingdom 7962 3.2 Spain 9115 4.4
Spain 5571 2.3 Finland 8435 4.1
Greece 5376 2.2 France 6918 3.4
Iceland 4846 2.0 Belgium 5534 2.7
Chile 4218 1.7 Switzerland 4821 2.3
France 4216 1.7 Australia 4777 2.3
Australia 3173 1.3 The Netherlands 3530 1.7
The Netherlands 2617 1.1 Italy 3334 1.6
Canada 2479 1.0 China & Taiwan 2544 1.2
Poland 2452 1.0 Canada 2450 1.2
Iran 2410 1.0 Greece 2426 1.2
All other 84115 34.3 All other 51693 25,0
Total 245028 100.0 Total 206452 100.0  
 
Immigration and emigration movements obviously involve also the native population. Table 17 
presents details concerning international migration movements 1990-2008, specified for natives and 

Table 17. Immigration and emigrations statistics 1990-2008 according to country of birth and 
parents’ country of birth (Geosweden database). 

Born in Sweden
with two one Sweden- both parents Total 

Migration Sweden-born born born abroad number
direction Year parents parent Sweden-born
Immigrated 1990-2008 113340 25969 25735 165044

% of all 11.5 2.6 2.6 16.8
Emigrated 1990-2008 174315 39195 32926 246436

% of all 32.3 7.3 6.1 45.7
Migration net 1990-2008 -60975 -13226 -7191 -81392
Yearly net average 1990-2008 -3209 -696 -378 -4284

Born abroad
with two one Sweden- both parents Total 

Migration Sweden-born born born abroad number
direction parents parent Foreign-born
Immigrated 1990-2008 4929 9487 803864 818280

% of all 0.5 1.0 81.7 83.2
Emigrated 1990-2008 2064 5377 285828 293269

% of all 0.4 1.0 53.0 54.3
Migration net 1990-2008 2865 4110 518036 525011
Yearly net average 1990-2008 151 216 27265 27632

Total
with two one Sweden- both parents Total 

Migration Sweden-born born born abroad number
direction parents parent
Immigrated 1990-2008 118269 35456 829599 983324

% of all 12.0 3.6 84.4 100.0
Emigrated 1990-2008 176379 44572 318754 539705

% of all 32.7 8.3 59.1 100.0
Migration net 1990-2008 -58110 -9116 510845 443619
Yearly net average 1990-2008 -3058 -480 26887 23348  



Contextualising ethnic residential segregation in Sweden 
 

 28

 
immigrants and also specified according to parents’ origin. As can be seen, Sweden makes a net 
loss  of  people  born  in  Sweden  and  most  of  these  also  have  a  Swedish  background.  The  average  
yearly loss is about 4,300 people and Swedish-born having two Swedish-born parents comprises 
3,200 of these. 

People born abroad contribute to 83 per cent of all immigration movements and very few of these 
immigrants have Swedish ancestry. Their propensity of leaving Sweden is not as high and, in fact, 
about 40 per cent of all emigration movements are carried out by people with a Swedish 
background (born in Sweden having at least one Sweden-born parent). 

3.5.  Residence permits and reasons for immigration 
We end this section on immigration to Sweden by giving an account of the official reasons for 
granting permissions to stay given by the Swedish authorities for the 1980 to 2008 period. More 
details are available but we have grouped the reasons into six categories (see table 18). Two of these 
six heavily dominate the picture. Approximately 30 per cent of all 1.16 Million permissions have 
been granted to refugees, mostly on humanitarian grounds, and about 46 per cent of all to relatives 
 

Table 18. Number of granted permissions to stay in Sweden 1980-2008 (Board of 
Migration/Statistics Sweden). 

Year All Refugees* Relatives** Labour Guest Adoption EES
thereof migration*** students treaty****
refugee

1980 13 617 4 062 7 786 .. 948 821 ..   
1981 13 104 3 857 7 938 .. 918 391 ..   
1982 14 055 6 266 6 440 .. 983 366 ..   
1983 10 925 3 668 6 149 .. 632 476 ..   
1984 13 861 5 413 6 561 .. 237 509 1 141 
1985 16 206 7 314 6 944 498 98 478 1 372 
1986 23 039 11 486 9 670 1 491 171 467 1 245 
1987 28 649 14 042 12 387 2 503 222 678 1 320 
1988 33 333 16 125 15 093 3 692 257 855 1 003 
1989 44 683 24 879 18 029 5 430 167 821 787  
1990 37 383 12 839 22 221 5 189 263 1 143 917  
1991 42 248 18 663 21 230 6 869 300 969 1 086 
1992 34 817 12 791 19 662 7 112 215 1 233 916  
1993 58 928 36 482 19 796 7 553 159 1 611 880  
1994 78 987 44 875 25 975 13 508 127 1 086 884 6 040
1995 32 486 5 642 19 707 8 040 190 1 504 794 4 649
1996 31 664 4 832 18 816 3 908 274 1 771 807 5 164
1997 36 565 9 596 18 910 3 785 433 2 376 694 4 556
1998 39 433 8 193 21 673 4 612 363 2 665 804 5 735
1999 37 376 5 597 21 681 4 122 343 2 802 879 6 074
2000 45 164 10 546 22 840 3 538 433 3 073 876 7 396
2001 44 505 7 941 24 524 4 104 442 3 989 758 6 851
2002 44 664 8 493 22 346 4 632 403 4 585 869 7 968
2003 46 857 6 460 24 553 4 763 319 5 509 782 9 234
2004 50 491 6 140 22 337 3 085 209 6 021 825 14 959
2005 55 990 8 076 21 908 2 004 293 6 837 805 18 071
2006 76 095 20 663 26 668 3 799 349 7 331 623 20 461
2007 76 655 18 290 28 975 7 691 543 8 920 540 19 387
2008 76 240 11 173 33 184 10 665 796 11 186 503 19 398
Total 1 158 020 354 404 534 003 122 593 11 087 80 473 22 110 155 943

*Temporary permissions not included.
**Relatives to key personell excluded after 2004.
***Only permanent permissions.
****From May 1st, 2006 permissions for third country citizens residing in other EU country.  
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(family ties). Most refugees acquire a permission to stay after having asked for asylum. Table 19 
summarizes the number of applicants per country (1984-2008). About a third of all applications 
have been made by individuals from former Yugoslavia, primarily during 1992-94 (the war in 
Bosnia) and 2000-2002 (Kosovo). Iraqi applicants are more dispersed over the entire period but 
with a noticeable peak in 2007 (18,600 out of a total of 86,000). Applications from Iran mostly date 
back to the Iran-Iraq war in the 1980s. The breakdown of Somalia due to and subsequent to war has 
generated refugee applicants since around 1990, but with three years of quite many applications; 
more than 3,000 in 2003, 2007 and also in 2008. It is however worth mentioning that almost all 
conflicts in the world have generated requests for a safe haven in Sweden. The number of countries 
represented in the ranks of refugee applicants is very high and most of the countries listed in table 
20 continue to generate refugee migrants. 

Table 19. Asylum seekers to Sweden 1984 to 2008 by origin country (Rikspolisstyrelsen RPS, 
1984–juni 1987; Board of Migration, July 1987–2008). 

Country Total Country Total
Yugoslavia (former) 188.420 Syria 9.254

thereof Bosnia-H. 54.371 Afghanistan 7.924
Kosova 1.031 Poland 6.348

Serbia & Montenegro 103.200 Peru 3.855
Iraq 86.840 Bangladesh 3.419
Iran 43.427 Pakistan 2.596
Somalia 25.339 Uganda 2.202
Lebanon 15.560 Cuba 2.128
Chile 12.642 Sri Lanka 1.945
Turkey 12.506 India 1.815
Russia 11.389 China 1.471
Ethiopia 10.188 Togo 696
Bulgaria 9.928 Other 88.434
Rumania 9.666 Unknow n 21.402

Total 584.453  
 

3.6.  Characteristics of the immigrants 

3.6.3.  Gender, age and family types 
Migrants differ almost without exception from non-migrants with respect to gender and age 
composition. How they differ might vary but males at least used to be over-represented among 
international migrants. However, exceptions to this generalization nowadays tend to be more 
common. Many researchers have noticed a clear feminization of international migration (Morrison, 
Schiff & Sjöblom 2008), sparked by increasing demand for household workers in many countries 
(the Gulf States being examples of this) in combination with difficulties for females finding jobs 
and earning cash income in many developing countries. Furthermore, many countries in the world 
experience demographic imbalances, i.e. a shortage of females (China is the prime example), a 
phenomenon that has made “love migration” and marriage brokers common phenomena in many 
parts of the world. Also within developed countries such imbalances tend to emerge. The rural 
regions in the Nordic countries face this particular challenge, and many men in the north seek 
partners abroad (in Russia, Thailand etc).  

Table 20 displays the proportion females per broad immigrant category in Sweden. If all foreign-
born are grouped together (see bottom line), females are slightly over represented. This over 
representation is due to female dominance among some of the larger immigrant categories, such as 
people from the Nordic countries, Eastern Europe, and in particular Eastern Asia. On the other 
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hand, male immigrants dominate among immigrants from Western countries, Western Asia and 
Northern Africa. In terms of particular countries, Thailand stands out. Four out of five Thai 
residents in Sweden are females; the proportion females are high also for Philippines (78 per cent) 
Russians and Japanese (67 per cent), Chinese (64 per cent) and South Koreans (62 per cent). Of 
these female-dominated nationalities, the Thai are most numerous (25,800), followed by Russians 
(13,400). There is however also another 19,500 registered as born in the former Soviet Union and 
these are also female-dominated (62 per cent). And, also worth mentioning, close to 60 per cent of 
all 174,000 Finnish-born are females. On the other hand, 69 per cent of all Pakistani and about two 
thirds  of  all  immigrants  from  Ireland,  Italy,  UK,  Tunisia,  Egypt  and  Algeria  are  males.  Of  these  
male dominated nationalities, immigrants from the UK are most numerous (19,200), followed by 
Pakistani (7,600) and Italian (7,100). It is of course often the case that gender imbalances implies 
greater proportions of inter-marriages.  

Table 20. Proportion of men and women in different immigrant categories, 2008 (Geosweden 
database). 

Country of Birth Males Females
Born in Sw eden 49.9 50.1 7.963.577

Rest of Nordic countries 43.4 56.6 268.419

Rest of Western European countries 54.9 45.1 131.702

Eastern European countries 45.9 54.1 298.371

Sub-Saharan Africa 52.1 47.9 74.971

Western Asia incl Turkey and N Africa 55.0 45.0 292.052

Eastern Asia 36.8 63.2 114.123

Latin America incl Central America & Mexico 49.0 51.0 70.484

North America, Australia, New Zeeland 54.3 45.7 22.205

Unknow n 53.8 46.2 610

Total 49.7 50.3 9236514

All immigrants 48.3 51.7 1.272.937

Sex

Total

 
 
It is an accepted fact among migration researchers that international migrants as migrants in general 
tend to have a skewed age distribution. They are often in their 20s and 30s and therefore tend to 
rejuvenate populations in receiving countries. For countries having a large proportion of immigrants 
that have arrived rather recently, we can therefore expect immigrants to be different not only when 
it comes to their age profile but also in terms of family types and household composition. This, in 
turn, will affect housing consumption, housing preferences, labour market participation, income, 
education, etc. Table 21 shows the age distribution per gender group for three broad categories of 
foreign-born. It is clearly the case that many migrants arriving in Sweden in big numbers over the 
past 30-35 years (from outside Europe) are in the 25 to 44 age span while there is still a rather small 
proportion that has reached retirement age. On the other hand, some of the early labour immigrant 
nationalities, such as the Finns, comprise a fast growing proportion among the elderly. This has 
caused some worries and debates in Sweden concerning issues related to how to care for those 
elderly people who tend to lose the ability to speak and understand Swedish. Should care be 
arranged on an ethnic/language basis or should care facilities try to integrate people with many 
different backgrounds? 
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Table 21. Age and sex distribution of different immigrant categories, 2008 (Geosweden 
database). 

Age Gender 

Country of birth Sex 0-15 16-24 25-44 45-64 65+ Total (N) proportion

Sw eden Males 20 12 25 26 16 100 3.975.918 49.9

Females 19 12 24 25 20 100 3.987.659 50.1

Western countries Males 6 5 28 36 25 100 201.710 47.5

Females 5 4 22 37 32 100 223.356 52.5

Eastern European Males 6 14 37 29 14 100 136.853 45.9

Females 4 12 37 32 15 100 161.518 54.1

Rest of the w orld Males 10 15 46 25 4 100 275.530 50.2

Females 10 14 49 21 5 100 273.738 49.8

All Males 19 12 27 26 16 100 4.590.011 49.7

Females 17 12 26 26 20 100 4.646.271 50.3  
 
Table  22  shows  the  distribution  of  family  types  across  world  regions.  Some  of  the  differences  
emerging  here  is  definitely  due  to  differences  in  age  composition.  There  is  a  clear  over-
representation of married people with younger children among those originating in Western Asia 
and Northern Africa while a relatively small proportion of them are single. Couples cohabiting 
while having children are fairly common in most categories but the least common in this particular 
group. One might also notice the clear over-representation of lone mothers among people born in 
Sub-Saharan countries and, to a less extent, in Latin America and Eastern Asia. 

Table 22. Family types according to region of origin, 2008 (Geosweden database). 

Family type
Born in 

Sw eden

Rest of 
Nordic 

countries

Rest  of  
Western 
European 
countries

Eastern 
European

Sub-
Saharan 
Af rica

Western 
Asia incl 

Turkey and 
N Africa

Eastern 
Asia

Latin 
America incl 

Central 
America & 

Mexico

North 
America, 
Australia, 

New  
Zeeland Unknow n Total

Married/partner w ithout children 20 26 20 18 9 11 12 10 16 15 20

Married/partner w ith child under 18 19 14 23 27 28 43 28 20 30 31 20

Married/partner w ith child 18+ 7 6 6 8 2 7 6 7 4 2 7

Co-habiting, no child 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

Co-habiting w ith child under 18 10 6 6 5 6 3 7 10 6 4 9

Co-habiting w ith child 18+ 1 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 1

Lone father w ith child under 18 1 1 1 1 2 1 0 1 1 0 1

Lone father w ith child 18+ 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1

Lone mother w ith child under 18 3 3 3 5 11 5 7 8 3 6 4

Lone mother w ith child 18+ 2 3 2 3 2 2 2 4 2 1 3

Single 34 39 38 31 38 27 37 37 38 42 34

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

(N) 4752187 201217 94799 233498 57022 233685 88087 58369 15592 418 5734874  
 

3.6.2.  Labour market participation, education and income 
It was said above that the developments of the 1980s and early 1990s led to intensive debates on 
integration issues. By now it had become clear that the integration outcome during the 1950s, 1960s 
and 1970s had changed dramatically. In the early post-war period, immigrants did very well on the 
labour market. The Swedish economists Ekberg and Gustavsson (1995) have calculated that the 
average labour market participation rates (LMPR) for foreign citizens at that time was about 20 per 
cent above the level for native Swedes (see figure 6). 
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Figure 6. Relative labour market participation rates for immigrants in Sweden 1950-2000 (Ekberg 
and Gustavsson 1995. Data for 2000 added by the author. See also Rapport Integration 2003). 

However, from the 1950s onwards immigrants have performed less well decade by decade so that 
their average LMPR stood at 0.58 relative the native workforce in the mid 1990s. This development 
–based on LMPR values –standardized for gender and age differences between the native and the 
immigrant population– is worrisome in itself but even more so when put into the perspective of the 
substantial increase of the immigrant population. We will not go into possible explanations to this 
development but it is definitely of key importance for understanding subsequent political debates in 
Sweden. The relative weak position on the labour market does of course translates into substantial 
income differences, and more so for work incomes than disposable incomes (the welfare state is still 
quite effective in compensating individuals and households having low work incomes). Table 23 
displays income deciles sorted by country of birth for the working age population in Sweden. 

Table 23. Work income deciles in 2000, 2005, and 2008 by country of birth (age 20 to 64) 
(Geosweden database). 

 
Country of birth Work income deciles Percent

Year 1+2* 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 > median Total

Born in Sweden 2000 16.8 9.8 10.1 10.3 10.4 10.6 10.6 10.7 10.8 100.0 53.0 4480347

2005 16.4 9.8 10.1 10.3 10.5 10.6 10.7 10.8 10.9 100.0 53.5 4493971

2008 15.8 9.6 10.2 10.3 10.6 10.7 10.8 11.0 11.0 100.0 54.1 4479323

Western countries 2000 31.6 8.3 8.3 8.3 8.6 8.8 8.9 8.7 8.5 100.0 43.5 288715

2005 34.1 7.7 8.0 7.8 8.2 8.4 8.6 8.3 8.8 100.0 42.3 276694

2008 35.0 8.2 7.7 7.6 7.8 8.1 8.3 8.3 9.1 100.0 41.6 276521

Eastern European 2000 41.5 11.3 8.9 8.1 7.6 7.0 6.5 5.0 4.2 100.0 30.3 168845

2005 36.9 11.3 9.6 9.5 8.7 7.9 6.7 5.1 4.3 100.0 32.7 192675

2008 35.6 11.9 9.9 9.8 8.7 8.1 6.7 5.3 4.2 100.0 32.9 226276

Asia with Turkey, and 2000 47.2 15.0 10.1 7.7 5.5 4.5 3.8 3.3 2.8 100.0 19.9 274584

Africa, Latin America 2005 45.5 14.0 10.1 8.5 6.4 5.0 4.1 3.4 3.0 100.0 21.9 359835
2008 45.1 13.9 10.0 8.3 6.2 5.3 4.3 3.7 3.1 100.0 22.7 445287

Total population 2000 20.0 10.0 10.0 10.0 10.0 10.0 10.0 10.0 10.0 100.0 50.0 5212491
2005 20.0 10.0 10.0 10.0 10.0 10.0 10.0 10.0 10.0 100.0 50.0 5323175
2008 20.0 10.0 10.0 10.0 10.0 10.0 10.0 10.0 10.0 100.0 50.0 5427407

*About 15 percent of all aged 20 to 64 lack work income. Bottom two deciles are therefore merged.  
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The concentration of foreign-born into the bottom two deciles is obvious (see table 23). In 2008, 45 
per cent of all born outside of Europe were concentrated into the bottom quintile (20 per cent 
segment) and the corresponding values for Western and Eastern Europeans were 35 per cent. 
Western Europeans are a polarized category and their representation in the upper decile approaches 
the proportion hold by native Swedes. The other two immigrant categories, however, are heavily 
under-represented among high income earners.  

On a structural level one might expect that the position on the labour market and its subsequent 
effects for work incomes is due to educational differences. Education does indeed matter but it pays 
off less for immigrants. Table 24 shows that educational differences –in terms of number of years of 
schooling– are small when we aggregate immigrants into broad world regions. The differences are 
however quite substantial when we disaggregate and analyze the distribution across specific 
nationalities (see bottom part of table 24). Disproportionally few of those born in Chile, Somalia 
and former Yugoslavia have a high level of education while immigrants originating in India, Iran 
and  Poland  are  well  represented  in  the  15+  year  category.  It  is  worth  noticing  that  the  level  
increases quite rapidly over time for all nationalities but not for the Somalis and the Iraqi. Both 
these countries have more than doubled their presence in Sweden since 2000. One conclusion is that 
the more recent Somali and Iraqi migrants have lower levels of education compared to those having 
arrived earlier. Another is that in particular the Somali migrants have an educational profile that is 
very unfavourable in the context of the Swedish labour market. 

Table 24. Educational level 2000, 2005, 2008 by region of birth, age group 20 to 64 years 
(Geosweden database). 

 
Year Missing Less than 12 ys 12 to 14 ys 15+ years Total

Region of birth Numbers % Numbers % Numbers % Numbers % Numbers %
Born in Sweden 2000 16244 0,4 2269273 50,6 1515971 33,8 678859 15,2 4480347 100,0

2005 17588 0,4 1965095 43,7 1666050 37,1 845223 18,8 4493956 100,0
2008 18650 0,4 1795216 40,1 1747294 39,0 918145 20,5 4479305 100,0

Western countries 2000 16396 5,7 159982 55,4 68227 23,6 44110 15,3 288715 100,0
2005 18730 6,8 132163 47,8 68894 24,9 56898 20,6 276685 100,0
2008 22963 8,3 119356 43,2 69686 25,2 64508 23,3 276513 100,0

Eastern European 2000 9031 5,3 71554 42,4 60754 36,0 27506 16,3 168845 100,0
2005 9333 4,8 76888 39,9 68097 35,3 38355 19,9 192673 100,0
2008 17948 7,9 83294 36,8 77203 34,1 47827 21,1 226272 100,0

Asia with Turkey, 2000 23105 8,4 126082 45,9 85419 31,1 39978 14,6 274584 100,0
Africa, Latin America 2005 27395 7,6 158218 44,0 112342 31,2 61864 17,2 359819 100,0

2008 34106 7,7 191710 43,1 135372 30,4 84080 18,9 445268 100,0
Total 2000 64776 1,3 2626891 50,8 1730371 33,5 790453 15,3 5170820 100,0

2005 73046 1,4 2332364 43,8 1915383 36,0 1002340 18,8 5323133 100,0
2008 93667 1,7 2189576 40,3 2029555 37,4 1114560 20,5 5427358 100,0

Individual countries
Chile 2000 436 2,0 12162 56,1 7345 33,9 1749 8,1 21692 100,0

2005 483 2,0 12319 50,6 8849 36,3 2707 11,1 24358 100,0
2008 413 1,7 12163 48,8 9132 36,6 3237 13,0 24945 100,0

Somalia 2000 1798 20,3 3974 44,8 2513 28,3 588 6,6 8873 100,0
2005 2156 18,4 6061 51,6 2855 24,3 672 5,7 11744 100,0
2008 3704 20,9 9735 55,0 3420 19,3 843 4,8 17702 100,0

F. Yugoslavia (excl. Bosnia) 2000 2930 5,7 29018 56,1 16027 31,0 3783 7,3 51758 100,0
2005 1617 2,9 30875 56,1 17991 32,7 4600 8,4 55083 100,0
2008 1097 2,0 30660 55,1 18798 33,8 5065 9,1 55620 100,0

Poland 2000 944 3,0 11685 37,7 11909 38,4 6463 20,8 31001 100,0
2005 2413 6,6 12221 33,3 13090 35,7 8938 24,4 36662 100,0
2008 7404 14,6 14985 29,5 16763 33,0 11626 22,9 50778 100,0

Iraq 2000 4701 14,0 12017 35,7 10260 30,5 6693 19,9 33671 100,0
2005 4627 9,0 22488 43,5 14913 28,9 9613 18,6 51641 100,0
2008 6955 8,8 34606 43,8 22301 28,2 15156 19,2 79018 100,0

Iran 2000 2114 5,3 12185 30,3 17960 44,7 7949 19,8 40208 100,0
2005 1823 3,8 13998 29,5 20524 43,2 11181 23,5 47526 100,0
2008 1762 3,4 14522 28,2 21258 41,2 14008 27,2 51550 100,0

India 2000 455 6,5 2374 34,0 2812 40,2 1349 19,3 6990 100,0
2005 1363 12,6 2613 24,2 4198 38,9 2617 24,3 10791 100,0
2008 1690 13,3 2751 21,7 4715 37,2 3511 27,7 12667 100,0  
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It is not only that some immigrant groups have a relatively low level of education, it is indeed the 
fact that many highly educated immigrants, in particular from Non-Western countries, have much 
lower incomes than could be expected. According to the EU Migrant Integration Policy Index, 
Sweden scores highest among 25 member states and three non-EU countries (Migrant integration… 
2010). This may be true but it says perhaps more about the situation in other countries and/or about 
the difficult challenge that face also countries trying to pursue an ambitious integration policy. 
There is no need for Sweden to be very proud about the integration outcome over the past 30 years. 
In the perspective of a more general integration failure, it is particularly worrisome that this failure 
applies also to the well educated part of the immigrant population (see figure 7). While seven per 
cent of all highly educated Swedish-born are found in the bottom income quintile (20 per cent 
segment), the proportion is five times as big (37 per cent) for highly educated from the category 
Asia with Turkey, Africa and Latin America. 

Figure 7. Highly educated (15+ years) distributed over work income deciles and country of birth, 
2008 (Geosweden database). 
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4.  Swedish integration policy 

4.1.  Introduction 
This chapter will sum up key aspects of Swedish integration policies. It should be stressed that 
immigration policy and integration policy are very much connected to each other. The type of 
policy regime regulating immigration has both direct and indirect effects on integration policies. If a 
country pursues a very restricted policy on immigration, for instance accepting only highly skilled 
labour migrants or entrepreneurs to enter, integration problems are both perceived differently and 
can be hypothesized to be less severe compared to a country pursuing a relatively generous refugee 
immigration policy. It is also common that a country changing its policy on immigration changes 
also integration policies, for instance combining a more restrictive immigration policy with 
measures making it economically less attractive for migrants to aim for this particular country.  

The strong relation between immigration and integration policies has been pointed out by the 
political scientist Karin Borevi, analysing the Swedish case: “In 1968, the Government officially 
declared  that  policies  towards  immigrants  should  be  guided  by  the  goal  of  equality.  At  the  same  
time, a regulation of immigration was introduced. The regulation was regarded as a prerequisite for 
upholding the principle of equality. Immigration had to be accommodated to the capacity of society 
to provide immigrants with employment,  housing, social  care and education on the same terms as 
the rest of the population” (Borevi 2010: 29). 

4.2.  Integration policy development  
In order to acknowledge this tight relationship between immigration and integration policy we have 
summarized the key developments in these two policy fields in table 25 (the period 1939–1970) and 
table 26 (1971 to present). The volume and characteristics of immigration have been dealt with in 
chapter three but these two tables offer a condensed summary also of key immigration policy 
developments. 

The Swedish debate on immigration and immigrants took off in the mid-1960s, and the reason was 
not only the big influx of immigrants but also a series of newspaper articles addressing the issue of 
assimilation of, and the living conditions for, the immigrant population. Should immigrants be 
assimilated, integrated, or what? (Widgren 1980: 14-15).The labour immigration influx resulted in a 
debate in the 1960s (see chapter 3) which in turn lead to the first steps towards an explicit 
formulation of Swedish immigrant policy, taken in 1965 to 1968. A 1965 decision meant that 
Swedish language courses for immigrants could be provided without a cost for the adult study 
organisations that arranged such courses. In 1966, the Government set up a working group which 
later proposed how information and interpretation services should be organised. In the same year, 
the first municipal bureau for immigrant services was established (in Stockholm), soon to be 
followed by many more in other municipalities. Somewhat later decisions were taken in order to 
improve possibilities for immigrant children to learn Swedish in schools. In 1969, the Swedish 
Board of Immigration was set up in order to take care of many immigration and immigrant-related 
issues. One of its mandates was the responsibility to organise the reception of refugees. Finally, a 
new public investigation was launched in 1968, with the directive to propose a coherent immigrant 
policy.  

The long-term integration issue was investigated by The Immigrant Investigation, set up in 1968. 
When it finally made public its proposals (SOU 1974/69; SOU 1974/70), a more active immigrant 
policy begins. The parliament voted in 1975 in favour of the Government Bill –which was based on 
the proposals made by the commission– and Sweden thereby declared itself a multiethnic country.  
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Table 25. Overview of key developments concerning immigration and integration in Sweden 
1939 to 1970. 

Period
Main 
characteristics

Key changes in 
immigration policy Origin countries

Integration Policy and 
institutional reforms Comments

WWII 
migration

Refugee 
migration

Gradually increasing 
possibilities to enter Sw eden 
as a refugee

1943-1945; receiving 160,000 
w ar refugees from Estonia, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Denmark, 
Finland. Immigration net in the 
1940s: 134.000. No explicit integration policy

1945 to 1954

Refugee and 
start of labour 
migration

"The Bernadotte action", 
rescue of people from 
concentration camps.                                                                                                                           
The Employment Board gets 
directives to assist f irms in 
recruiting foreign labour.                                                                                                
Construction of the common 
Nordic labor markets 
(f inalized in 1954).                                 
Sw eden signed the Geneva 
convention in 1951.

Influx of 34,000 refugees, 
many of Jew ish origin, from 
concentration camps.  
Another 10.000 follow ed 1945 
to 1949.                                            
Nordic migration period but 
also some recruitment from 
Italy, Hungary and Austria. 
Total immigration net in the 
1950s: 106.000. No explicit integration policy. 

1955 to 1970

Active labour 
market 
immigration policy 
and some 
refugee migration

Sw eden ratif ied the New 
York Protocol (regulating the 
legal status of refugees) in 
1967.                                                            
The Social Democratic 
government introduced 
tougher regulations on labour 
immigration in March 1967, 
and thereafter all non-Nordic 
immigrants needed a w ork 
permit, a specif ic job and 
accommodation before 
entering Sw eden.

Political developments in 
Eastern Europe (like the 
protests in Warzaw , 
Budapest and later in Prague) 
result in refugees giving 
permission to stay. In the 
1950s, labour recruitments 
w ere made also in West 
Germany, Italy, Austria, 
Belgium and Greece, 
Yugoslavia and later also from 
Turkey.                                                                                                                                                                         
A new type of refugee 
emerges: non-European 
political refugees. This started 
already in 1966, w hen the UN 
High commissioner asked 
Sw eden to accept a group of 
Lebanon-based Assyrians.                                       
Net immigration in the 1960s 
amounted to 197.000 people.             

1950 to 1969: The Sw edish 
Employment Board has the overall 
responsibility for monitoring labour 
immigration. No explicit integration 
policy (not a guest w orker policy 
but an implicit assimilationist 
strategy).                                                            
During the 1950s and 1960s, 
those granted refugee status 
w ere placed w ithin the same 
general framew ork as labour 
migrants.                                                 
In 1965, the first formulations of 
immigrant/integration policy 
(Government-initiated 
investigations).                           
1966: the first municipal bureau 
for immigrant services.                                                                       
In 1969, the Sw edish Board of 
Immigration w as set up, w ith 
responsibilty for both immigration 
and integration issues. 

The administrative 
responsibility for collective 
transfers of refugees to 
Sw eden w as betw een 1950 
and 1969  placed on the 
authority for labour market 
issues (AMS) in cooperation 
w ith the Sw edish Board for 
Health and Social Affairs 
(Medicinalverket/Socialstyrel
sen), a commission on 
Foreigners (in 1969 
transformed into the Board 
of Immigration) and the 
Police.  

 
The policy was based on three concepts: Equality, Freedom of choice, and Cooperation. The 
equality goal underlines that immigrants should have the same opportunities, rights and obligations 
as the rest of the population (structural integration). It also means that everybody is entitled to 
preserve and learn his or her native language and cultural affiliation. The state should be neutral 
with respect to identity issues. Freedom of choice means that everybody can make a choice with 
respect to assimilation (cultural pluralism). Assisting immigrants in keeping the traditions is said to 
make a future decision on staying or returning easier. The cooperation goals are primarily about 
reciprocal tolerance and solidarity between immigrant groups and the native population. 

The launching of this multicultural policy was followed by a series of reforms, such as the 'home 
language' reform in 1976 (giving all children/parents the right to demand from a municipality some 
education in the language spoken at home), and the introduction of the right for foreign citizens to 
take part in local elections (1976) (Widgren 1980: 16). Of the three overall goals the “freedom of 
choice” (valfrihet) was most difficult to interpret and to agree upon. This particular goal was also 
re-formulated in a 1986 parliament decision, where the primacy of some key “Swedish values” was 
clearly stressed. The values mentioned were gender equality and the rights of children. These 
values cannot be comprised with arguments based in religious or cultural belief systems (SOU 
1997/82: 20). 
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Table 26. Overview of key developments concerning immigration and integration in Sweden 
1971 to 2010. 

Period
Main 
characteristics

Key changes in 
immigration policy Origin countries

Integration Policy and institutional 
reforms Comments

1971 to 1984

Refugee 
immigration, in 
particular from 
the developing 
w orld.

Sw eden continues to accept 
refugees by Governmental 
decisions and decisions taken 
by the Board of Immigration. 

Uganda-Asians in 
1972, Chileans and 
other Latin 
Americans 
subsequent the 
military coup in Chile 
in 1973; Iranians 
f leeing the 
dictatorsship; 
Kurdish refugees 
f rom Turkey and 
Iraq).

The Sw edish multicultural policy w as 
established in 1974/75 as the 
overriding principle for dealing w ith 
immigration/integration (Equality, 
Freedom of Choice, Cooperation). 
Important reforms: 1976 home 
language reform (requires that schools 
have to of fer language training in the 
pupils mother tongue); 1976 right for 
foreign citizens to take part in local 
elections

1982 The Commission on 
Immigrant Policy reports 
(residential segregation of 
immigrants mentioned as a 
problem)

1985 to 1994

Refugee 
immigration and 
family re-
unification.

Introduction of the refugee 
dispersal model in 1985, 
launched partly to cope w ith 
increasing numbers of asylum 
seekers.                                      
In 1989, political asylum 
applications f iled in December 
1989 or later w ould be 
treated strictly in accordance 
w ith the 1951 Geneva 
Convention; humanitarian 
grounds for asylum w ould no 
longer be used.                                                    
In 1994, Reform of the 
dispersal policy,  (less 
restrictions on settlement 
decisions)

Continued 
immigration f rom the 
Middle East, Latin 
America and Af rica. 
In the 1990s also 
f rom the Balkans.

The integration policy comprises 
several components w ith most 
emphasis being placed on the 
introductory programme, including 
Sw edish language courses (SFI) and 
vocational training, health investigation 
and medical treatment, housing 
provision, and labour market integration 
programmes. A constant debate 
regarding the ef f iciency of these 
services. Refugees as w ell as other 
recently arrived get a cash benef it 
equal to the social allow ance benef it.

1984 Launching of the 
refugee dispersal policy as a 
w ay to avoid further 
geographical concentrations 
of recently arrived 
immigrants in metro areas.                                   
In the 1991 General election, 
an anti-immigration populist 
party takes seats in 
Parliament but is sw ept out 
three years later.

1995 to 2010

Refugee 
immigration and 
family re-
unification. 
Increasing labour 
immigration f rom 
Eastern European 
countries.

1995 Sw eden becomes 
member of the European 
Union and in 1996 member of 
the Schengen agreement 
(opens up for f ree 
movements of people w ithin 
the union)                                     
2004/2005 Eastern European 
countries enter the EU; 
Sw eden decides (along w ith 
Ireland and the UK) not to 
impose transitional regulation 
on free movement of labour 
f rom these countries.                                       
2008 The Sw edish regulation 
on labour migration from non-
EU countries is reformed, 
opens up for larger volumes 
of labour migrants.

Continued 
immigration f rom the 
Middle East, Latin 
America and Af rica. 
In the 1990s also 
f rom the Balkans. In 
the new millenium 
refugees arrive in 
large numbers f rom 
Iraq, Somalia, 
Pakistan/Afganistan 
and some of the 
former Soviet 
republics.                                                            
Labour migrants 
arrive from Poland 
and the Baltic 
countries. Seasonal 
w orkers also f rom 
Thailand and Eastern 
Asian countries.

1995 The Committee on Integration 
Policy is set up, reports in 1997: 
Mainstreaming of "civic integration" 
(ethnic diversity should be 
acknow ledged by all actors in society.) 
1998 A new state board (Board of 
Integration) is set up to support and 
monitor integration processes in the 
municipalities. 1999 Launching of a 
State-funded urban area-based 
programme w ith the aim to break 
segregation (targeted 24 immigrant-
dense housing estates in 7 
municipalities). Some programmes 
before 1999 and the policy continues 
until today but w ith no direct State 
funding af ter 2005.                                                                   
2006 Change of government leading to 
a 2007 decision to close dow n the 
Board of Integration.                                                                 
2007  Board of Integration closed 
dow n. Responsibilities transferred to 
the County Boards.                                                          
2010 Sw edish Public Employment 
Services gets the overall responsibility 
for a reformed integration strategy, 
focusing even stonger on employment.

Several parliamentary 
commisions w ork during 
1995 to 1998 w ith analysing 
dif ferent aspects of the lack 
of integration in housing and 
in the labour market, 
including a strong focus on 
immigrant-dense 
neighbourhoods, i.e. the 
committee on metropolitan 
development, the committee 
on housing policy and the 
committee on integration 
policy.                             
Citizenship is based on the 
ius sanguinis principle.  
Immigrants and their children 
are encouraged to naturalize 
and the requirements are not 
very restrictive. 
Requirements for 
naturalization are f ive years 
of permanent residence in 
Sw eden; refugees need four 
years w hile Nordic citizens 
need just tw o years.

The periodisation of immigration to Sw eden can be done partly different f rom the one used here. Charles Westin proposes the follow ing: 
(see http://w w w .migrationinformation.org/Prof iles/display.cfm?ID=406)
1) Refugees f rom neighboring countries (1938 to 1948)
2) Labor immigration f rom Finland and southern Europe (1949 to 1971)
3) Family reunification and refugees f rom developing countries (1972 to 1989)
4) Asylum seekers from southeastern and Eastern Europe (1990 to present) and the free movement of EU citizens w ithin the European Union.  
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Karin Borevi points out that this decision in practice meant that Sweden from 1986 no longer 
should be classified as a country pursuing an ideal-type multicultural policy. Borevi (2010) makes a 
distinction between “demos” and “ethnos” and between whether or not there exists active 
recognition of ethnic sub-groups. Combining these dimensions she gets four ideal types: (1) Ethnic 
assimilation (primacy of ethnos over demos and no recognition of ethnic subgroups), (2) Ethnic 
segregation (primacy of ethnos but in combination with recognition of sub-groups), (3) Civic 
integration (combination of demos, i.e. not stressing ethnicity as the key element of national identity 
but instead a civic notion of the nation, with no recognition of ethnic sub-groups), and finally (4) 
Multiculturalism (demos  with  an  active  recognition  of  ethnic  sub-groups).  While  the  reforms and  
declarations of the mid-1970s placed Sweden in the fourth category, the 1986 decision moved 
Sweden to category three (where the country has remained).  

The concept of integration enters Swedish policy discussions in the 1990s. The Integration Policy 
Committee, reporting in 1996, discusses the concept and uses it when analyzing structural features 
of the society (employment, political representation, health etc). 

The political focus concerning integration has most often been placed on how to organize the 
introductory period, i.e. on the institutional division of responsibilities. It should be noted that the 
rather comprehensive introduction programmes (18 to 24 months) never have been compulsory in 
Sweden and that they aim in particular at recently arrived refugees and family members arriving 
rather close in time to persons admitted on either humanitarian grounds (in need of protection) or 
because they are given a refugee status according to international agreements. Anyhow, the overall 
aim of the introduction programme is to assist newcomers in the integration process by providing 
relevant information on the Swedish society, offering Swedish language courses, medical services, 
vocational training and advice regarding job opportunities and housing. There has been an 
agreement that work is the key to a successful integration and most of the critique concerns the poor 
outcome in terms of employment. In short, it has since the beginning of large-scale refugee 
migration taken too long time for immigrants to get a strong foothold on the Swedish labour market 
and all reforms over the past 25 years have at least rhetorically been launched in order to improve 
this situation.  

During the introductory period, an immigrant is entitled to economic support, which equals the 
standard of living for others in need of cash social benefits. The law regulating this was established 
in 1990 and in 1992 (SFS 1990:927 and 1992:1068). It stipulates that this is a municipal issue, 
meaning that the introductory allowance is paid for by the municipalities. However, for those who 
follow an introductory plan, the municipality can apply for State funding (until 2010 at the Board of 
Migration). In 2010, the regulation stipulates 187,600 SEK for adult persons aged 16 to 64, 115,200 
for children under age 16 and 69,200 for the elderly. 

This State compensation to the municipalities is given for a two year period but it is meant to cover 
extra costs for about three and a half years. To be eligible for introductory allowance the individual 
migrant needs a permanent right to stay in Sweden and he or she has to take part the introduction 
activities (for instance SFI; Swedish for immigrants). 

Immigrants given permission to stay due to family ties cannot claim the introductory allowance but 
are instead given the normal cash social allowance (i.e. same economic level). Asylum seekers are 
not entitled to take part in the introductory programme. Their economic support is regulated by 
LMA (the law on refugee reception, from 1988) and the compensation level to waiting refugees is 
set somewhat below the national norm for cash social benefits. 
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4.3.  Policy on citizenship and naturalisations  
The legal definition of citizenship is usually defined as the formal relationship between an 
individual and a state with regard to rights and obligations. Since 1st of July 2001, Sweden permits 
dual citizenship, which means that an individual can become a Swedish citizen while also retaining 
her or his prior citizenship if that country permits it. 

The differences between having Swedish citizenship and a permanent residence permit are: 
• Only Swedish citizens have an absolute right to live and work in the country and only Swedish 
citizens have the right to vote in the elections for the Swedish Parliament.  
• Only Swedish citizens can be elected to the Swedish Parliament.  
• Only Swedish citizens may join the police or armed forces. There are also other occupations 
which are only available to Swedish citizens.  
• As a Swedish citizen, you will find it easier if you wish to work in other EU Member States. 

Beyond this, in principle, foreign citizens who have a permanent residence permit (PUT) and who 
are registered in Sweden have the same rights and obligations as Swedish citizens. 
 

Citizenship legislation in different countries is based on one of two basic principles: 
• The principle of descent — the child assumes the citizenship of its parents.  
• The territorial principle — the child assumes the citizenship of its country of birth. 

Swedish citizenship legislation is based on the principle of descent. This means that it is the 
parents' citizenship which determines the citizenship of the child (see Swedish citizenship 2010). 
 

Requirements to obtain citizenship 

To be eligible for Swedish citizenship a person must document the following:  
• The identity should be confirmed and documented (the so called identity requirement)  
• The person must be at least 18 years old (the age requirement)  
• The person must have a permanent permission to stay in Sweden  
• The person must have been living in Sweden for five years or more. For refugees, four years is 
enough. For Nordic citizens, two years is the requirement.  
• The person should have behaved well (no crime record). Waiting time for a person having 
committed a crime varies with the degree of criminality (one year for minor penalties and ten 
years for a person sentenced to 6 years in prison). 

 
It should be noted that the Board of Migration carries treats every application individually and that 
exceptions can be made (for instance for children aged 15 to 17 and for a person living together 
with a Swedish citizen). 

Sweden does not require a language test or a knowledge test of any kind as part of the requirements 
for obtaining Swedish citizenship. The number of people obtaining Swedish citizenship is 15,000 to 
20,000 per year. 

4.4.  Effects of the integration policies  
It  is  not  easy  to  summarize  the  experience  of  several  decades  of  integration  policy  but  few,  
including former and present members of Government and politicians in general, would say that the 
policies have been successful. Some might explain the failure by stating that the task is very 
challenging, not least because of the overall labour market development (less job opportunities for 
low skilled workers from the 1980s onwards) in combination with the influx of large numbers of 
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refugees (comprising both highly skilled and well educated people but also many without much 
schooling). 

A State investigation in 1997 identified and summarized the problems concerning the introduction 
that existed at that time, and we judge that this criticism is still valid. (SOU 1997/82: 60) First of 
all, the report states that the introduction activities do not have clearly stated objectives. Without 
clearly stated national goals, evaluation of the outcome is difficult. Secondly, there are several types 
of information problems between different State and municipal agencies. Thirdly, all participants 
should be treated individually (an individual plan), but it happens too often that the immigrant does 
not even know the existence of a plan. Fourthly, it is difficult to plan activities in such a way that the 
individual does not have to wait too long between different stages in the process; waiting time 
results in feelings of passivity and is discouraging. Fifth, the health condition of immigrants is often 
poor and treatment is not always early enough or of the right quality. Sixth, the labour office has an 
important but difficult role in advising and assisting the immigrant. Most other institutions 
complain that the labour office constitutes the weak link in the process of getting immigrants onto 
the labour market. Seventh, the economic support model whereby the immigrant gets a sum of 
money without having to be active (which is mostly due to system failure in the sense that the 
introductory programme is ineffective, delayed etc) may lead to long term marginalization and that 
people get stuck in the cash social allowance system. 

Besides these seven points of criticism, one more should be mentioned. Little integration related 
activities have experienced more criticism than have the languages courses (Swedish for 
immigrants, SFI). The criticism concerns most aspects, such as efficiency, organization, planning, 
and above all lack of individualization (for instance not separating highly educated immigrants from 
those having little education and not separating those speaking different languages from one 
another). Improvements have been made over time but SFI continues to be discussed as a major 
problem. 

4.5.  The role of municipalities  
There have been a large number of evaluations, and also quite a lot of research, looking into 
geographical variations in the integration outcome (See Sandberg 1998). While integration on the 
labour market seems to be functioning rather well in certain parts of Sweden –in particular in low 
unemployment municipalities like Gnosjö in the county of Småland– metropolitan regions see big 
problems. The municipalities have always had a very important role to play in relation to 
integration, but the refugee dispersal policy launched in 1984 meant a radically increased 
importance for the municipality level in administrating the process, i.e. organizing the reception and 
designing and operating the introductory programme. We will get back to this in the next chapter.  

In terms of obligations, the Swedish municipalities can decide whether or not to make an agreement 
with the State (earlier the Board of Migration, now the county boards) concerning refugee 
immigration. Most municipalities do sign such yearly agreements but those who do not are often 
accused of not taking their share of a common responsibility. The political scientist Marie 
Bengtsson studied the development over time (1985 to 2000) of the central-local State relations in 
the field of refugee reception and integration, and she draws the following conclusion (Bengtsson 
2002, Summary) 

“The basic paradox within this area is that the central government grants the refugees asylum but 
cannot give them a place to live without the permission of the local government. This permission is 
accomplished through voluntary agreements signed between the National Integration Office and the 
local governments. It is then the local governments that integrate the refugees to Swedish society by 
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providing housing, education, healthcare and so on while the central government is giving the local 
government a grant to cover the expenses. The central government has lacked political, 
informational and authority-related resources. The resource used to compensate for this has been the 
financial resource. By economic incentives the central government has encouraged local 
governments to increase their refugee reception. This has been the central government’s universal 
weapon and has been used to reduce its vulnerability as well as its sensitivity. For local 
governments, authority-related and financial resources have been lacking. The resource that the 
local governments have had, all the way through the time period studied here, is the organisational 
resource. This is something that the central government simply cannot provide and this is why there 
is a relationship of interdependence – just as only the central government has authority in its power 
base, the local level is the only one with organisational resources.” 

Most Swedish municipalities have a certain part of the administration that has responsibility for 
introduction activities. This could be a separate unit or it could be a part of for example the section 
for social affairs. In Stockholm, having a decentralised structure with 14 city districts, each district 
has its own contact person and a group of civil servants that work with these issues. 



Contextualising ethnic residential segregation in Sweden 
 

 42

5.  Migration flows and settlement patterns  

5.1.  The refugee dispersal policy 1985-1994  

5.1.1.  Background 
Statistics Sweden has data on immigration and emigration since about 1875 but it was not until 
1968 that population registers were improved to allow for special analyses of employment and 
housing statistics based on citizenship and country of birth information. The regional distribution of 
immigrants was seldom discussed or analysed before the late 1970s. The Commission of Immigrant 
Policy (appointed by Government in 1980), reporting in 1982, summarises almost every aspect of 
the immigration to Sweden and the development in migration and immigrant policy up to that date. 
It is, however, difficult to find any information in the report indicating that the domestic 
geographical dimension of labour or refugee immigration had ever been considered. The issue is 
sometimes briefly brought up in relation to aspects of housing, for example in a Government Bill 
from 1968: 

"Immigrants should have the same housing standard as the native population. This has not always been the case so 
far; the development has sometimes resulted in a concentration of foreigners to special districts, especially in the 
larger cities. This trend must be reversed" (Translation of Government Bill 1968:142, cited in SOU 1982/49: 80). 

 
The 1968 Bill, which was approved by the Swedish Parliament (Riksdag), regulated labour 
immigration policy and –among other things– it stipulated that decent accommodation had to be 
arranged before permission to enter Sweden for work could be issued by the regional labour market 
authorities (Länsarbetsnämnderna), responsible for deciding on such applications. Many cities faced 
severe housing shortages in the late 1960s, and this directive did hardly affect the geographical 
distribution of immigrants. The guidelines concerning the treatment of refugees on the housing 
market were repeated in a 1975 Government Bill. Here it is stated that "improvements of the 
housing conditions for immigrants should be handled within the general housing policy framework 
and not by selective treatment" (Government Bill 1975:26, cited in SOU 1982/49: 235).  

By and large, both labour and refugee immigrants were concentrated in the metropolitan regions 
and this concentration was even more pronounced for refugees. The labour immigrants were often 
recruited for a specific job in a specific firm in a particular city or town, which resulted in an influx 
of immigrants not only into the major cities but also into smaller urban sites, predominantly in the 
southern and central parts of the country (sites relying on textile, pulp- and paper, mechanical 
and/or iron- and steel production). The refugees normally stayed in or close to the points of entry 
(airports and ferry harbours in the south of Sweden), leading to a growing concentration of refugees 
especially in the Stockholm and Malmö region. Data from the Police districts published in 
September 1981 showed that the wider Stockholm region (including the two neighbouring counties) 
received about half of all refugees, the Malmö region about 20 per cent and Gothenburg 14 per cent. 
(SOU 1982/49; Invandringspolitiken, Bilaga 8: 372.) This is probably a relevant estimate of the 
unregulated settlement pattern that existed in the late 1970s and early 1980. 

The 1980 Commission on Immigrant Policy pays particular attention to "waiting refugees", i.e. 
persons waiting for a decision on their application for permanent residence in Sweden. "Although it 
is not a result of immigrant policy considerations, the municipalities have the responsibility for 
taking care of waiting refugees", declares the commission (SOU 1982/49: 226), and continues: 
“Waiting refugees are very unevenly distributed over the country, which implies that some 
municipalities carry a large share of the responsibility”. A bit further on, the commission also tries 
to explain this unevenness: "Several factors guide the refugee's choice of residence. The Board of 
Immigration has investigated this (based on interviews with local professionals within the Police 
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and the municipalities) and draw the conclusion that the primary reason for the residence decision 
seems to be the existence of fellow countrymen in a municipality. It is normal that waiting refugees 
find their first accommodation where they have a relative or friend. Furthermore, it is natural that 
many end up in or nearby the arrival site. Finally, it seems like education opportunities can play a 
significant role for the choice of residence." (Translation of SOU 1982/49: 228-9). The study 
referred to here also concludes that the housing issue is indeed very difficult for those 
municipalities which receive many refugees. Sigtuna municipality north of Stockholm is the 
location for Arlanda International Airport and the municipality complained already in 1980, that it 
had big problems finding housing and providing for the many refugees who settled there. 

It has been estimated (Andersson and Solid 2003) that around 80 per cent of the refugees arriving in 
the early 1980s settled in the three metropolitan regions which otherwise comprise about half the 
Swedish  population.  If  one  also  takes  into  account  that  the  distribution  within  each  one  of  these  
regions was very uneven, the imbalance takes on greater proportions. This is one important 
background for the growing local and national concern over the immigrant's settlement pattern that 
eventually led to the dispersal policy launched a few years later. The other factor was however the 
growing gap between the native and immigrant population with respect to labour market 
participation rates. A growing unemployment rate in especially recently received refugee groups 
hardly affected the overall Swedish economy but it definitely produced noticeable local effects.  

The organisation of refugee reception was reconsidered at the beginning of the 1980s. The Board 
for Labour market issues (Arbetsmarknadsstyrelsen, AMS) –which had been responsible for 
reception of quota refugees since the early 1950s– wanted to concentrate their efforts on its core 
issue (labour market policy measures). AMS therefore proposed to the Government that the 
responsibility for refugee reception should be taken over by another authority. As mentioned above, 
many larger municipalities had received increasing numbers of asylum seekers and demanded that 
the State had to take more responsibility for these people. A working group established within the 
Ministry of Labour ('The Working Group for the responsibility for Refugees', with the Swedish 
acronym AGFA) proposed a model for "local reception". The suggestion had two basic 
components. Firstly, the municipalities should be responsible for the introduction of refugees who 
had received their permission to stay in Sweden. Secondly, the Board of Immigration should be the 
state authority in charge and responsible for accommodating asylum seekers and for negotiating 
their placement in a municipality after a residence permit had been issued (SOU 1996/55; Sverige, 
framtiden och mångfalden: 201-2.). 

These proposals from the AGFA group were realised through a 1983 Parliament decision, and the 
Sweden-wide policy of refugee reception therefore commenced in 1985. 

The compulsory dispersal period4  
One  of  the  basic  ideas  with  the  concept  of  'local  reception'  was  to  direct  refugees  to  settle  away  
from the metropolitan areas. In the spring of 1985, SIV signed agreements with 137 out of Sweden's 
284 municipalities, providing for the reception of 8,800 refugees. However, the increase in refugee 
immigration continued–many came from the war between Iran and Iraq–and a majority of these 
people received (permanent) permission to stay in Sweden. Plans needed to be expanded even 
more; only in 1985, the municipalities received 14,000 refugees. For the following year, agreements 
were signed with 210 municipalities concerning the reception of 12,500 refugees. The actual 
receptions turned out to be somewhat greater (14,000). At the beginning of 1987 it was pretty 
obvious for SIV that agreements in the range of 9,000 to 14,000 would be inadequate due to the 
                                                
4 This section is based on Andersson and Solid (2003). 
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continuing increase of asylum seekers. The situation was problematic as waiting times at the SIV 
camps increased dramatically. The agency turned to the Minister of Immigration in a call for a 
reaction  at  the  top  political  level  (in  order  to  increase  the  number  of  reception  places  in  the  
municipalities), but no such actions were taken. (It should be noted that ministers in Sweden do not 
have the right to directly intervene in the work done in different State boards.) The number of 
receiving municipalities increased even more during this year and about 14,400 places were 
negotiated (and 18,600 refugees were finally received). 1987 is in many ways the first year in which 
almost all Swedish municipalities became involved in the reception programme.  

In the mid-1980s, asylum-seekers from Iran and Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, Turkey and Eritrea had begun 
to increase in number throughout Western Europe. Towards the end of the decade, people from 
Somalia, Kosovo and several of the former states of East Europe began to join the queue of asylum-
seekers. The number of Swedish municipalities taking part in the local reception strategy increased 
year by year. However, waits for asylum cases in Sweden to be settled grew ever longer, the 
number of refugee centres increased steadily, and more and more people had their applications 
turned down as it was not always persecution that had caused them to flee their countries.  

The municipalities that signed reception contracts with the SIV numbered between 270 and 280 (out 
of around 286 in total at that time) during most years of the first phase of the ‘Sweden-wide’ policy 
for refugee reception (1985-1994). It is important to note that what would later become known as 
the Sweden-wide strategy was only partly an intended policy. The idea was to disperse new 
refugees but not to involve all municipalities throughout the country. The shift in organisation and 
launching of the new placement strategy occurred at a time when the number of asylum seekers 
expanded beyond all planning-based estimates. The term ‘All-of-Sweden’ or ‘Sweden-wide’ was 
coined by The Swedish National Audit Office (Riksrevisionsverket) in an evaluation of the local 
reception of refugees published in 1988. The rather extreme degree of dispersal that characterised 
the reception was primary caused by increasing numbers of refugees but also other factors 
influenced the outcome. Many municipalities own a substantial rental housing stock (public housing 
but not social housing). During the 1980s many municipalities had empty dwellings, leading to high 
costs and budget constraints. By placing refugees in these dwellings (with the rent paid by the 
State), the refugee-receiving municipalities also solved part of their financial problems –at least in 
the short term (SOU 1996/55: 203). 

At the beginning of the 1990s, asylum immigration reached the proportions of the Second World 
War. The reason was the wars emerging in former Yugoslavia, which caused some 84,000 people to 
apply for asylum in Sweden in 1992. The SIV ran eight camp facilities in 1985, 24 in 1990 but an 
astonishing number of 290 in 1993! (SIV: Mångfald och ursprung 1997: 25). However, the 
reception circumstances and opportunities for finding a job and to integrate in the Swedish society 
became worse than ever before due to economic stagnation, a financial crisis and rapidly growing 
unemployment (1991-93).  

The ‘Sweden-wide’ policy was already from its first day discussed from many points of departure. 
One of the issues concerned the morality dimension, namely whether or not it was democratic and 
just to command or influence refugees to settle in places they had not chosen themselves. Even if 
the answer might be a yes, it was nevertheless obvious that the State’s control was only temporary, 
and perhaps illusionary, as the refugee could choose to migrate whenever (s)he wanted. Secondary 
migration was analysed already in the 1988 evaluation by the Swedish National Audit Office. The 
Government and Parliament decided to increase the individual refugee’s responsibility for his or her 
settlement  decision,  and  from  July  1st 1994 any refugee that could arrange his or her own 
accommodation was entitled to do so. This soon turned out to be a radical change of the reception 
policy as more and more refugees managed to find their own housing, avoiding long waiting times 
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at a refugee camp and –having eventually received a positive reply on the permission to stay 
application– a placement in an unknown or undesired municipality. In the investigation preceding 
the new asylum reception law (LAM; Lagen om mottagande av asylsökande) it was suggested that 
perhaps ten per cent of the refugees would choose this option. It turned out to be more than half of 
them, an outcome that made the situation in the metropolitan areas very problematic.  

The introduction of this ‘own housing’ option has been criticised by metropolitan municipalities 
since then but it was welcomed by the refugees and it reduced costs for the State. The discussions 
have continued, and further State investigations have been initiated. When the last investigation 
reported in 2009 (SOU 2009/19), the own housing option was preferred by 56 % of all asylum 
seekers while 44% were housed with assistance from the Board of Migration. The present 
government, elected in 2006, immediately closed down the state Board of Integration and the 
responsibility for introduction programmes has thereafter been discussed and investigated by a 
committee (Utredningen om nyanländas Arbetsmarknadsetablering IJ 2007:02). The Government 
decided in December 2009 that the overall responsibility for immigrants’ introduction, including 
advice on settlement, will be transferred during 2010 from the Board of Migration and the 
municipalities to the Board of Public Employment service (from December 1st, 2010). The 
municipalities will continue to have responsibility for housing issues. The County administration 
will coordinate settlement and housing issues in each county. Many had wished for a return to the 
Sweden-wide policy for refugee reception and perhaps a decision to make it mandatory for 
municipalities to accept refugees. However, the government points out that a municipality cannot be 
forced to accept refugees. Settlement will be based on volunteer agreements between the State and 
each municipality but it will be based on some sort of fixed annual number for each county, which 
in turn will be based on the conditions on the labour market (Regeringens proposition 2009/10:60). 
Whether or not these reforms –in many ways a return to the division of responsibility that existed 
during the labour immigration period in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s– will have any effect on 
integration levels and/or settlement patterns remain to be seen.  

5.2.  Urban area-based policies: the metropolitan development initiative5 
The type of refugee migration that has dominated immigration to Sweden and many other countries 
since the 1970s, gave rise to different types of policy developments. Firstly, as described above, the 
geography of immigration, i.e. the immigrants’ settlement patterns, became an important political 
issue. Secondly, labour market integration of the newcomers seemed to be a much bigger problem 
compared to earlier experiences. Thirdly, discrimination emerged as a new and seriously discussed 
problem. These issues were brought together in the directives given to a new committee, set up by 
the Government in 1995. 

The  Committee  on  Immigrant  Policy  was  given  a  mandate  to  clarify  all  relevant  aspects  of  
immigrant policy, and to address (both empirically and theoretically) such issues as the failure of 
the integration of the labour market, the increasing amount of ethnic residential segregation, 
geographical mobility and regional settlement patterns, the country-wide strategy for refugee 
reception, religious factors, immigrants’ involvement in politics and organisations, language 
policies, return migration, and the economics of immigration (Andersson 1999). In the commission’ 
s final report it recommended that immigrant policy should be restricted to a maximum period of 
five years after immigration and that thereafter immigrants should be seen as “ordinary Swedish 
citizens” and that they should not be targets of selective policy measures . However, the absence of 
a selective policy necessitates, according to the committee, that cultural diversity must be regarded 

                                                
5 This section is based on Andersson (1999, 2003, 2006) and Andersson, Bråmå, Holmqvist (2010).  
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as the backbone of all policies (mainstreaming). Finally, the commission stated that the current 
situation calls for short-term special actions regarding labour market integration and residential 
segregation. Among these special actions, the committee argued for state support for finding new 
methods regarding ways of counteracting social exclusion in “immigrant-dense” neighbourhoods 
(SOU 1996/55). The committee´s proposals became active policy by a parliament decision in 
1997.The big city policy, or officially called Municipal Development initiative, were a program that 
was active from 1998 to 2006. It targeted the three metropolitan areas of Stockholm, Gothenburg 
and Malmö (Öresjö et al. 2004) 

When the Metropolitan Development Initiative (MDI) was launched in 1998, it represented 
something new in the Swedish context, namely the notion that not only peripheral regions with 
decreasing populations and related economic problems needed extra support, but also the three 
largest city regions (Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmo¨). In a globalised world, increasingly 
characterised by competition between countries, regions and cities, the ‘growth motors’ of the 
Swedish economy needed financial support in order to stay competitive and to attend to problems 
that might threaten long-term economic growth. 

A reading of the government Bill where the MDI was proposed (Proposition 1997/98:165) makes it 
clear that the grounds for initiating the policy were many (see also Andersson 1999, 2001). The 
main reason, however, was increased problems during the 1990s with segregation and social 
polarisation, in the wake of the in-migration of several hundred thousand refugees to the large MP 
housing estates of the metropolitan suburbs. The overall aim of the policy was to ‘break’ 
segregation and to work for equal and comparable living conditions for the inhabitants of the three 
largest cities. This overall aim was also reformulated into eight more specific goals, addressing 
subjects such as unemployment, welfare dependency, education and health. In the Bill, the 
understanding of segregation is mainly that of social, or class, segregation; it is social polarisation, 
and the risk of this resulting in a divided society, that is emphasised. However, the government also 
acknowledged that the social and ethnic dimensions of segregation were becoming more and more 
intertwined,  or  as  they  put  it:  ‘class  society  has  taken  on  ethnic  characteristics’  (Proposition,  
1997/98:165, p. 8). 

A new body, the Commission on Metropolitan areas, was established in 1999 and was given the 
task of developing and co-ordinating the new urban policy (Proposition, 1997/98:165). More 
specifically, the work of the Commission had two aims: (1) to promote economic growth and more 
effective  planning  in  the  metropolitan  regions;  and  (2)  to  represent  the  state  when  Local  
Development Agreements (LDAs) were negotiated between the state and selected municipalities in 
the metropolitan areas. The introduction of the LDA model of support signified a departure from the 
general and universal approaches traditionally preferred by the Swedish Social Democrats in 
tackling unemployment and social exclusion. One reason for launching this rather un-orthodox 
approach in order to tackle the appearance and growth of localised ‘pockets of poverty’ was 
probably that the adjustment to the EU monetary regime in the early 1990s made the scope for 
traditional Keynesian policy measures much more limited. Officially, however, the motive was that 
the new situation called for un-orthodox solutions. A preliminary version of the new policy was 
launched in 1995, with the explicit aim of developing new methods for dealing with unemployment 
and the social exclusion of immigrants (Budgetproposition 1994/95:100). 

There are many similarities between the MDI and area-based urban programmes that have been in 
operation in other EU countries (see Burgers and Vranken 2004; De Decker et al. 2003; van Gent, 
Musterd and Ostendorf 2009). First, the policy was selective, in the sense that a limited number of 
neighbourhoods were targeted, and also limited in time to bout three years. The first round of LDAs 
involved a total of 24 poor, immigrant-dense neighbourhoods in seven municipalities (Stockholm, 



Contextualising ethnic residential segregation in Sweden 
 

 47

Botkyrka, Haninge, Huddinge and Södertälje in the Stockholm region plus Gothenburg and 
Malmö), that shared SEK 2 billion (220 million Euro) over a three-year period (Regeringsbeslut 21 
January 1999, Tillsättande av en storstadsdelegation). The local development agreements were 
negotiated over a couple of years and were subsequently renegotiated and also extended to several 
more municipalities.  

Second, the programme was run under a co-funding, cost-sharing principle, where the state and 
local actors provided a similar number of resources. Once agreed upon, each neighbourhood 
programme was regulated by a signed contract (the LDA) between the state and the municipality, a 
method that has been practised at least in other Nordic countries. Third, the policy involved an 
integrated effort to simultaneously address several issues such as education, employment, health, 
democratic participation and culture, all with a neighbourhood focus. In doing that, it aimed to 
create partnerships between different local actors. The residents were also encouraged to take an 
active role in the planning and realisation of the programme. 

One crucial difference, however, between the MDI and urban area-based policies in most other 
Western countries was its  lack of physical  measures.  Even though one of the eight specified MDI 
goals was to increase the attractiveness of the targeted neighbourhoods, the programme did not 
include investments in housing aimed at creating a more attractive housing stock. The reason was 
primarily that very few people believed that the physical structure of the estates, let alone the 
quality of housing, were important factors in the reproduction of ‘racialised’ social exclusion. The 
targeted suburban estates had, and still have, a weak relative position on the urban housing markets, 
and this is related to the concentration of socio-economically weak households. The general 
understanding was that this is primarily a social and not a physical problem. Thus, the other goals 
were mainly social and economic, and expressed in terms of the macro-level development of the 
resident, e.g. to raise employment rates and to reduce benefit dependency rates in the targeted 
neighbourhoods. As such, the policy was more loosely fixed to the neighbourhood, and the outcome 
was more dependent on the achievements of the residents, and on whether or not they chose to 
remain in the neighbourhood if their socio-economic situation improved (Andersson and Bråmå 
2004). 

Several evaluations of the MDI show that progress was made in relation to some of the policy goals, 
notably in the employment, benefit dependency, and educational fields. (Bak et al. 2004; 
Bevelander et al. 2004; Bunar 2004; Hosseini-Khalidjari 2003; Integrationsverket 2002; Törnquist 
2004)  However,  most  analyses  show that  the  relative  improvements  in  terms  of  employment  and  
reduction of welfare dependency rates were not due to the programme as such but to improved 
macro-economic conditions. Levels of ethnic segregation were hardly affected by the area-based 
programme. 

Even more importantly, the analyses here show that progress for the targeted population might very 
well be compatible with a failure vis-a`-vis the targeted neighbourhoods. The reason is simply 
selective migration (Andersson and Bråmå 2004). ‘Selective migration’ means that the composition 
of  the  out-migrants  differs  from  that  of  the  in-migrants,  and  that  of  those  staying  in  the  
neighbourhoods. In this case, the neighbourhoods lose those residents who are relatively better off, 
and the in-migrants who replace them are poorer and more marginalised. In the study here, it was 
possible to show that this was indeed been the case in the distressed neighbourhoods of the 
Stockholm region during the 1990s. Those who moved into the distressed neighbourhoods had 
lower incomes and were more likely to be unemployed and dependent on social benefits than those 
who left the neighbourhoods and those who stayed there. As long as the areas targeted are affected 
by this kind of selective migration, the area-based urban policy might succeed in helping 
individuals, but it will not succeed in changing the socio-economic profile or the structural position 
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of the targeted areas. It will therefore also fail in achieving the overall goal of ‘breaking’ 
segregation (see also van Gent 2009). 

5.3.  The geography of immigration 1980 to 2008 
It is the increasing geographical concentration of immigrants in particular localities and 
neighbourhoods in combination with social marginalization that have been identified as a sign of 
integration problems and this has generated policy responses such as refugee dispersal programmes 
and urban area-based interventions. The rather dramatic settlement effects of the Sweden-wide 
policy for refugee reception have been analyzed elsewhere (Andersson 1998; Andersson and Solid 
2003). In short: despite a massive secondary migration from smaller to larger municipalities it 
turned all municipalities in Sweden more ethnically diverse during the period 1980 to 1995 (see 
figure 8).  

 

Figure 8. Relative representation in Swedish municipalities of the foreign-born population 1980 
and 1995, and the relative change per municipality 1980 to 1995 (Andersson 1998: 402). 
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The overall distribution does not change much but the relative growth in immigrant density is much 
faster outside of the pre-reform concentrations. Figure 9 illustrates the migration frequencies in 
1998, i.e. after the end of compulsory placement, but it can nevertheless be seen as indicative of the 
very high mobility that especially more recent immigrants have. The Somali and Iraqi had three 
times as high mobility rate as the native Swedes and they moved more often at all scales (within 
neighbourhoods, cities and counties but also across county borders). It is likely the case that the 
placement policy contributed –at least to some extent– to the high overall mobility rate among 
recent refugees, but it has also been shown that mobility rates were almost as high during the years 
before the reform (Andersson 2000). One conclusion is therefore that recent immigrants will show 
very high levels of migration irrespective of the type of steering and placement policy that a country 
tries to implement. They are –irrespective of their age– in this sense rather similar to young adults 
who seek their paths on housing markets, educational markets and labour markets, while being very 
mobile. 

 
Figure 9. Annual migration frequencies for a selection of foreign-born categories in Sweden, 
1998 (Andersson 2000). 

 
We will now focus on the more recent development, 2000 to 2008. The overall question is of course 
whether or not dispersal has continued; has the own housing option introduced in 1994 led to 
geographical concentration to already immigrant-dense regions and municipalities? 
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In terms of absolute numbers in 2008, Stockholm municipality had 170,000 foreign-born residents, 
Gothenburg 106,000, Malmö 82,000, Uppsala 30,000 and Botkyrka in the southern part of the 
Stockholm region had 28,000. These are followed by Södertälje, Lund, Västerås, Huddinge and 
Örebro, all having 18-25,000 foreign-born. Of these ten, Uppsala has the lowest share of 
immigrants (14.8 per cent) while Botkyrka has the highest (35.7 per cent). Of the three biggest 
municipalities, Malmö has 29 per cent, followed by Gothenburg and Stockholm (both 21 per cent). 
The relative growth of foreign-born in these municipalities 2000-2008 ranges between 22 per cent 
in Botkyrka and 36 per cent in Malmö, to be compared with the overall national growth of 27 per 
cent (+269,000). This means that although these ten municipalities (having the largest absolute 
number of immigrants) have increased their number of foreign-born from 436,000 to 531,000 in 
eight years, their share of all foreign-born in Sweden declined from 43.5 per cent to 41.7 per cent. 
In other words: the relative growth of Sweden’s foreign-born population was faster outside of the 
largest concentrations. Table 27 charts the overall development based on data on Sweden’s 290 
municipalities (289 in the table; one municipality was split into two in 2003). 

Table 27. Number of municipalities below/above national average for immigrant density 2008, 
and their trajectory of change with respect to immigrant growth 2000 to 2008 (Geosweden). 

Muncipalities/type of change 2000-2008

Municipalities/ Decreasing Increasing Increasing Share of Share of Change 

Proportion of below average above average Total total the foreign- For.-born

immigrants 2008 rate (27%) rate (27%) population born 00-08

Above national mean (13.8%) 2 30 19 51 41.8 61.9 158827

Below national mean 3 97 138 238 58.2 38.1 110306

Total 5 127 157 289 100.0 100.0 269133

Share of total population 0.4 54.0 45.6 100.0

Share of foreign-born 0.4 57.6 42.0 100.0

Change for.-born 00-08 -277 123657 145753 269133  
 
19 municipalities had an above average share of immigrants in 2008 and experienced an above 
average rate of increase of foreign-born inhabitants 2000 to 2008. Eight of these are in the South 
(Skåne, Malmö included), four are in the Stockholm region (not Stockholm itself) and one is in the 
Gothenburg region. None is north of Örebro. Only five out of 289 experienced decreasing numbers 
of foreign-born, all of them small and their combined loss were less than 300 immigrants. 

Figure 10 shows the distribution across municipalities (left) and the relative change 2000-2008 
(right). First of all, 35 municipalities have a proportion foreign-born exceeding 16 per cent (national 
average was 13.8 per cent in 2008). Beside some border municipalities (along the Norwegian and 
Finnish borders) we find concentrations also in regions that experienced labour migration in the 
1950s and 1960s, such as Västerås, Eskilstuna and Olofström. However, most of these 35 are found 
in the three metropolitan regions, Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmö. Secondly, many more 
municipalities, 125, have a proportion foreign-born clearly below the national average. These are 
predominantly small, rural municipalities in the northern part of Sweden. 
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Figure 10. The per centage foreign-born in Sweden´s municipalities, 2008, and relative change 
2000-2008 (Index, 2000=100) (Geosweden). 

 
The map showing relative change 2000-2008 tells an interesting story. It seems like many of these 
small, rural municipalities have continued having a rather fast expansion of immigrants. This 
message is corroborated by table 28, showing population change according to country origin and 
type of municipality. People born in Sweden is the only category decreasing in sparsely populated 
municipalities, while those born in Eastern Europe (many with Bosnian and Russian origin) and 
countries outside of Europe more than double their numbers during this rather short period of time. 
The increase is from low levels and it can only compensate for about half the loss of native Swedes.  

The vast majority of new immigrants persistently end up in the three metropolitan regions and in the 
larger cities. Immigrants comprise about 75 per cent of the total population increase in these two 
municipality types. Suburban municipalities mostly expand due to relocation of native Swedes. 

The national geographical distribution for six different minority categories is shown in figure 11. 
All tend to be relatively strongly concentrated to larger cities in the southern part of Sweden. The 
Iraqi is most numerous and they comprise 108,000. 22 municipalities have more than 1,000 Iraqi  
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Table 28. Population numbers and population change according to country of birth and 
municipality types 2000 to 2008 (Geosweden database). 

Country of Birth Population
Metropolitan 

municipalities
Suburban 

municipalities Large cities
Commuter 

municipalities

Sparsely 
populated 

municipalities
Manufacturing 
municipalities

Other 
municipalities, 

more than 
25,000 inh.

Other 
municipalities, 
12,500-25,000 

inh.

Other 
municipalities, 

less than 
12,500 inh. Total

Born in Sweden Stock in 2000 1189625 1148888 2175620 512568 302201 538287 1144644 600756 253487 7866076

Left the stock* 132061 83890 197507 44901 35679 54059 114141 63624 28056 753918

Entered the stock** 151306 161557 226683 57211 21560 48215 104482 49324 19414 839752

Stock in 2008 1208870 1226555 2204796 524878 288082 532443 1134985 586456 244845 7951910
Net change 19245 77667 29176 12310 -14119 -5844 -9659 -14300 -8642 85834
Relative change*** 1.6 6.8 1.3 2.4 -4.7 -1.1 -0.8 -2.4 -3.4 1.1

Born in Western Stock in 2000 85542 82003 92909 22204 10041 24707 41966 25203 15599 400174
countries Left the stock 21941 15720 17666 3784 2153 4162 7316 4323 3227 80292

Entered the stock 30087 15429 22216 5714 3780 6413 9574 6402 5129 104744

Stock in 2008 93688 81712 97459 24134 11668 26958 44224 27282 17501 424626
Net change 8146 -291 4550 1930 1627 2251 2258 2079 1902 24452
Relative change 9.5 -0.4 4.9 8.7 16.2 9.1 5.4 8.2 12.2 6.1

Born in Eastern Stock in 2000 72633 33966 62673 10404 1375 19346 26189 9871 3109 239566
European Left the stock 9258 4184 6712 954 104 1421 2318 857 268 26076
countries Entered the stock 22558 16639 18869 4785 1550 6489 8136 4426 1347 84799

Stock in 2008 85933 46421 74830 14235 2821 24414 32007 13440 4188 298289
Net change 13300 12455 12157 3831 1446 5068 5818 3569 1079 58723
Relative change 18.3 36.7 19.4 36.8 105.2 26.2 22.2 36.2 34.7 24.5

Born in Asia with Stock in 2000 129103 72849 101093 10456 2741 10593 24758 8864 2828 363285
Turkey, Africa, Left the stock 15913 7430 9394 947 203 731 1933 649 222 37422
Latin America Entered the stock 64911 33986 71200 7876 3448 8579 21524 8990 2968 223482

Stock in 2008 178101 99405 162899 17385 5986 18441 44349 17205 5574 549345
Net change 48998 26556 61806 6929 3245 7848 19591 8341 2746 186060
Relative change 38.0 36.5 61.1 66.3 118.4 74.1 79.1 94.1 97.1 51.2

Total population Stock in 2000 1476903 1337706 2432295 555632 316358 592933 1237557 644694 275023 8869101
Left the stock 179173 111224 231279 50586 38139 60373 125708 69453 31773 897708
Entered the stock 268862 227611 338968 75586 30338 69696 143716 69142 28858 1252777
Stock in 2008 1566592 1454093 2539984 580632 308557 602256 1255565 644383 272108 9224170
Net change 89689 116387 107689 25000 -7801 9323 18008 -311 -2915 355069
Relative change 6.1 8.7 4.4 4.5 -2.5 1.6 1.5 0.0 -1.1 4.0

 
residents; 15,000 lives in Stockholm city, 9,800 in Gothenburg, 8,600 in Malmö and 6,000 in 
Södertälje (in the south western part of the Stockholm region). More than half (53 per cent) of all 
Iraqi are found in the ten most Iraqi-dense municipalities.  

The next biggest category of these six is the Poles (63,000). They are slightly more dispersed so 
that the ten largest municipality concentrations of Poles account for 48 per cent of all. Like other 
Eastern European groups, the Poles are well represented in the south (Malmö, Helsingborg and 
Lund). Stockholm is however the largest concentration (9,300 Poles). The Iranians counted to 
57,000 in 2008. About 10,400 reside in Gothenburg and 9,700 in Stockholm, followed by Uppsala 
(3,300) and Malmö (3,100). The top ten Iranian-dense municipalities account for 60 per cent of all 
Iranians. The Somali population (about 25,000) is the most concentrated one. Four municipalities 
have more than 1,000 Somali-born people (Stockholm 6,000, Gothenburg 3,400, Malmö and 
Örebro 1,100 each). 62 per cent of all Somali are found in the top ten municipalities. The Russians 
(about 33,000) differ from all other categories mapped here in the sense that they are fairly well 
dispersed over the country. The top ten Russian-dense municipalities account for 42 per cent of all 
Russians. This is a female-dominated category and many are married to or cohabitate with Swedish 
men  in  the  northern  part  of  Sweden.  Finally,  the  Chinese (19,000) are mostly found in the main 
urban areas; Stockholm has 3,400, Gothenburg 2,200, and Solna (in the Stockholm region) 1,100. 
56 per cent of all Chinese-born people are found in the top ten Chinese-dense municipalities. 
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Figure 11. The relative distribution of six nationalities, 2008 (Geosweden database). 
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5.4.  Residential patterns in the capital region 
We will end this section on Sweden by presenting some key data on residential segregation in the 
capital region. It should be said that the patterns and processes analyzed for Stockholm are rather 
similar also in other large cities in Sweden. In fact, a recent publication by Statistics Sweden 
concludes that ”an analysis of all 72 labour market regions in Sweden shows that there are not one 
single region that could be identified as a good example in terms of housing careers for refugees 
being granted permission to stay on asylum grounds.” (Statistics Sweden 2008b: 55) It is of course 
far from all immigrants that live in Sweden for such reasons (asylum) but the finding is indicative 
of the problems facing a substantial part of the immigrant population. 

What makes segregation partly different in Stockholm is on the one hand the scale and complexity 
and on the other hand the administrative fragmentation that characterizes a large city region. The 
Stockholm labour market region has 25 independent municipalities, all with different 
socioeconomic compositions, different housing markets and their own housing policy agenda. A 
profound lack of administrative coordination across the region is one obstacle for reversing 
segregation  processes.  We will  define  the  region  here  as  the  county  of  Stockholm.  The  city  itself  
(core municipality) is far too integrated with surrounding areas to be studied as an isolated 
phenomenon. This is particularly true when it comes to analyses of housing and labour market 
developments. We could choose the labour market region but this is a bit too mechanical to be fully 
suitable in this case. We argue that the present delimitation of the Stockholm LM region includes 
municipalities (west and north of Uppsala) which are not functionally integrated into the Stockholm 
housing market. 

We will focus on four key aspects of segregation in Stockholm County. Firstly, we will show that 
the basic geographical pattern is very stable over time and secondly that immigrant-dense 
neighbourhoods are economically poor. Thirdly, we will demonstrate that ethnic specific 
differences in geographical distributions between groups can be understood in terms of an ethnic –
some would argue race-based– hierarchy, i.e. that categories living more at distance from the native 
Swedes, i.e. living in economically poor neighbourhoods, tend to be “visible minority” refugees 
from the Middle East and Africa. Fourthly, we will emphasize that despite the fact that immigrant-
dense areas are reproduced over time, they are indeed also highly dynamic places. Stable patterns 
do not mean that individuals remain for longer periods of time in the same neighbourhood.  

In 2008, 20.1 per cent (397,000 out of 1,974,000) of all residents in Stockholm county were 
foreign-born. However, 160 of all 879 neighbourhoods have an immigrant proportion exceeding 25 
per cent. There are also quite many, 39 to be precise, having an absolute majority of immigrant 
residents. These 39 areas have 120,000 people, out of which 70,000 are foreign-born. Most of the 
remaining 50,000 are Sweden-born having one or two foreign-born parents. Clearly, many 
immigrants live clustered among other immigrants and at a distance from native Swedes in the 
region.  

Let us start this overview by focusing on one of the most decisive factors sustaining and reinforcing 
ethnic residential segregation in the capital region, patterns of in-migration. Figure 12 shows over- 
and underrepresentation of Sweden-born in-migrants per neighbourhood in relation to foreign-born 
in-migrants. Areas coloured in red have over-representation of in-migrants with Swedish 
background while blue areas are more common destinations for immigrants. The two categories 
have a similar size during the 2003 to 2006 period, 70,000 to 75,000 in-moving people. It is clearly 
the case that immigrant newcomers are over-represented in some of the suburban parts, i.e. in the 
areas already having a substantial presence of earlier arrived immigrants. The native Swedes, on the 
other hand, dominate in-migration to the core areas of the region.  



Contextualising ethnic residential segregation in Sweden 
 

 55

10km10km10km10km10km10km10km10km10km

Överrepr sv.födda bland infl 2002-06
Anytal infl >50

1,4 till 10  (142)

1,2 till 1,4  (127)

1 till 1,2  (123)

0,8 till 1   (76)

0,6 till 0,8  (54)

0 till 0,6  (66)

25km

 

Figure 12. The distribution of Swedish-born in-movers to the Stockholm region 2003-2006 relative 
to foreign-born in-movers (Geosweden). 

Figure 13 shows the population composition of neighbourhoods in 2006. The overlap between the 
two maps is obvious. Newly arrived immigrants tend to move into already immigrant-dense 
neighbourhoods, reproducing and reinforcing residential segregation. So what characterizes these 
neighbourhoods, except from the absence of native Swedes? 
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Figure 13. The per centage of foreign-born in Stockholm County neighbourhoods in 2006 (quintile 
distribution) (Andersson, Amcoff and Niedomysl 2008). 

 
Well, most of them were built in the 1960s and 1970s, many as part of the so-called Million Homes 
Program. They are predominantly but not exclusively public housing neighbourhoods and they were 
early on inhabited by working class people moving into to these modern dwellings from other parts 
of Stockholm, or other parts of Sweden, or from abroad. It can be estimated that they had an above 
average share of (labour) immigrants from the outset but of course nothing close to the proportion 
they step by step accumulated during the 1980s. In most cases, their position as immigrant-dense 
neighbourhoods was achieved already in the 1990s. Hence, rather few have been added to the list 
over the past decade. Table 29 shows the distribution of tenure forms for areas having different 
proportions of foreign-born. Table 30 shows the decile income distribution using the same 
neighbourhood classification. It is obvious that Swedish-dense neighbourhoods in terms of tenure 
almost entirely comprise home ownership and very seldom public rental housing. Neighbourhoods 
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with a high proportion of foreign-born are heavily dominated by low income people; 43 per cent of 
all inhabitants in immigrant majority neighbourhoods belong the lowest income quintile (20 per 
cent poorest). It should however be noted that the poor immigrant-dense neighbourhoods do have 
some high income residents. They are thus socially mixed but it is a mix that is clearly skewed 
towards the bottom of the income ladder. 

Table 29. Tenure composition of Stockholm County neighbourhoods according to immigrant 
density, 2008 (Geosweden database). 

Tenure 2008

Percent foreign- Home Coop. Public Private Other Total (N)

born in n'hood ow nership housing rental rental

0-5% 94 3 0 1 2 100 5102

5-10% 89 8 1 2 0 100 283892

10-20% 36 37 10 17 0 100 1002002

20-30% 15 36 30 18 0 100 268298

30-40% 11 26 43 21 0 100 111708

40-50% 9 21 43 27 0 100 101597

50-100% 3 15 50 32 0 100 113248

Total 36 29 18 16 0 100 1885847  
 

Table 30. Work income composition of Stockholm County neighbourhoods according to 
immigrant density, 2008 (Geosweden database). 

Percent foreign- Work income decile 2008

born in n'hood 1--2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Total

0-5% 17 12 11 11 9 9 9 10 12 100

5-10% 13 8 8 7 7 8 10 13 25 100

10-20% 16 9 8 7 7 9 10 13 20 100

20-30% 21 10 10 9 9 10 10 10 10 100

30-40% 27 12 11 10 9 9 8 8 5 100

40-50% 32 14 11 9 8 8 7 6 5 100

50-100% 43 15 11 9 7 6 5 4 2 100

Total 19 10 9 8 8 9 10 11 17 100  
 
Figure 11 shows the number of foreign-born per neighbourhood category broken down by 
nationalities (based on country of birth). Studies have repeatedly shown that all Swedish cities have 
a distinct –and similar– ethnic hierarchy, meaning that different immigrant categories live more or 
less segregated from the majority Swedes. According to figure 14, more than half of all immigrants 
from sub-Saharan Africa and from Western Asia reside in the most immigrant-dense 
neighbourhoods. Other immigrants, for instance those from Eastern Asia and Latin America, are 
less concentrated to these areas (30 to 40 per cent live in immigrant-dense neighbourhoods). 
Finally, immigrants from Nordic countries and other Western countries are even less concentrated 
to these areas (10 to 20 per cent). Table 31 shows the ethnic hierarchy measured as index of 
dissimilarity (each category is compared to the Sweden-born population). This hierarchy is very 
stable over time but the overall tendency is decreasing levels of segregation for all but more 
recently arrived nationalities.  
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Figure 14.  Per cent per nationality (country of birth) residing in Stockholm County 
neighbourhoods having 30 per cent immigrants or more, 2008 (Geosweden database). 
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Table 31. Index of Dissimilarity according to country of birth in 2000 and 2008 for Stockholm 
County (Geosweden database). 

 
Country of birth 2000 2008
Somalia 0,80 0,78
Syria 0,73 0,68
Turkey 0,67 0,64
Iraq 0,65 0,65
Lebanon 0,65 0,58
Bosnia-Herzegovina 0,64 0,55
Ethiopia 0,62 0,61
Chile 0,51 0,46
Greece 0,50 0,46
Iran 0,50 0,42
China and Taiwan 0,48 0,43
Russia and Soviet Union 0,48 0,37
Rest of Africa 0,46 0,47
Poland 0,28 0,36
USA 0,27 0,26
Estonia 0,26 0,26
UK 0,23 0,21
Finland 0,22 0,22
Denmark 0,19 0,20
Germany 0,16 0,17
Norway 0,16 0,16  
*Stockholm County comprises about 900 neighbourhoods (SAMS). SAMS units in this region have an average 
population of around 2000 people. 
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Levels of mobility are high in many parts of the Stockholm region. In general, levels are higher in 
rental housing (often around 15 per cent annually), followed by cooperative housing (around 11 per 
cent)  and  they  are  lowest  in  home ownership  (below 8  per  cent).  The  uneven  proportion  of  these  
tenure forms result in geographical variation in turnover rates so that areas having almost entirely 
rental housing will experience a high turnover rate. It has furthermore been shown (see section 5.3) 
that immigrants, especially during some years after having immigrated, have a clearly higher level 
of geographical mobility compared to the native population. We can therefore expect rental 
dominated housing estates comprising a high proportion of relatively recent immigrants to show 
very high turnover rates. This is also the case. Table 32 shows that about 45 per cent of all people 
moving in to eight immigrant-dense areas in Stockholm 1999 to 2002 (four years) have left the area 
in 2006. Some of those who left their area moved to one of the other seven areas listed in the table, 
i.e. they will still be in an immigrant-dense area. However, most of the movers have found other 
types of destinations in the region. 

Table 32. All individuals moving into eight major immigrant-dense areas in Stockholm 1999 to 
2002. Where do they live in 2006? (Geosweden database). 

Moved to another Other area Other Moved Died Total Numbers

Main immigrant Remained immigr.-dense in Stockholm part abroad

concentration areas in 2006 area in Stockh. county of Sweden
Järva 60.2 7.4 18.1 6.1 7.8 0.4 100.0 12.700

E4 Syd 57.8 6.0 23.4 7.3 4.9 0.5 100.0 6.000

Immigrant-dense Södertälje 60.8 2.4 22.7 9.2 4.1 0.7 100.0 4.800
Immigrant-dense Botkyrka 55.4 7.5 24.8 6.3 5.6 0.3 100.0 5.200

Hässelby area 45.7 8.1 31.8 10.0 3.8 0.7 100.0 3.200

Rågsved area 47.4 7.2 31.7 9.5 3.8 0.4 100.0 2.800
Hallonbergen area 46.4 4.1 29.6 13.4 6.1 0.4 100.0 1.700

Immigrant-dense Solna 34.5 4.5 37.1 15.4 8.4 0.2 100.0 1.200

Total eight areas 55.6 6.4 23.8 7.9 5.9 0.5 100.0 37.500  

The immigrant-dense areas can be characterised as stable if we measure the proportion of 
immigrants in them over time. They are however very dynamic places seen from the perspective of 
individual residents. Although it is possible to find many who lack alternatives on the very tight 
Stockholm housing market, and therefore are more or less stuck in a particular housing estate, the 
typical pattern is that people do found their way out of the areas. It has been shown elsewhere 
(Andersson and Bråmå 2004) that this process is highly selective and that immigrant-dense areas 
lose over time their more successful residents, including immigrants having spent many years in 
Sweden, while they constantly attract new recently arrived refugee migrants. The difference in 
labour market participation rates between out-movers and in-movers is very big, often around 30 
per centage points. 
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6.  Conclusions 
Sweden has a rather long history of welfare policies, where the state traditionally has been involved 
in people´s life from cradle to grave. Already in the beginning of the 1930s the first political steps 
towards a welfare approach were taken. The fundamental pillar of the welfare state is employment 
and  the  norm  is  a  dual  earner  household.  The  state  is  obliged  to  step  in  with  economic  
compensation, when a citizen is unable to work (in case of sickness, child care, unemployment and 
retirement). The Swedish welfare system was from the beginning both generous and universal. Over 
time this model has been questioned both from economical and ideological points of view. In times 
with a harsher economic climate, with high unemployment rates and in the context of a globalized 
economy, a generous and universal welfare state has obviously been harder to maintain politically. 
In the liberal/conservative ideology a universal and generous welfare state is thought to create 
disincentives to employment. Sweden has also changed from being an emigration country to an 
immigration country. A large influx of refugees could also challenge the rhetorical logic of a 
universal welfare state.  

Over the last decades Sweden has experienced an increased polarisation in incomes and an even 
more pronounced polarisation between richer and poorer housing estates in metropolitan regions 
(Andersson, Bråmå, Holmqvist 2010). Unemployment rates are substantially higher today 
compared to 20 years ago and the dependent ratio is also increasing. The welfare state still has a 
major impact on the risk for people to avoid poverty, but some household types have higher risk, as 
single parents, young and immigrants. 

Today, the welfare system is less generous and not as universal as it used to be. The biggest changes 
are to be found in relation to housing. Housing has always been primarily a market good, but the 
state earlier used correctives and spent tax money in order to make it relatively affordable and 
accessible to most households irrespective of income. Rhetorically, the State also declared a social 
mix ambition to decrease housing segregation. The housing market has been deregulated step by 
step from the 1980s onwards and the state correctives have become fewer and weaker. Housing 
subsidies, state loans and other policies influencing new construction have been abolished. The 
public housing sector is competing on the same terms as the private sector and housing allowances 
are given to fewer households and are less generous. The soft rent regulation system where public 
rental companies have a key role is now undergoing changes and will most probably lead up to 
market rents in the future. New construction is mainly targeting the owner segment of the market 
and the rental sector (both the public and private) is decreasing in size. The housing outcomes are 
further housing segmentation and increasing or at best non-changing levels of residential 
segregation.  

We have analyzed immigration and integration policy since World War II and we identify some 
important moments when changes have been more profound. Due to the fact that Sweden was not 
directly involved in the war activities, the country played a role for giving refugees from the 
neighbouring countries a safe haven. After the war, the country´s export oriented firms saw rapidly 
increasing demand for their products and needed more labour than was available within the 
country´s borders. The labour immigration period therefore started almost immediately after the war 
and it continued until around 1970. Since then most of the immigrants have been granted 
permission to stay on refugee or humanitarian grounds (and family ties), and most of those arriving 
have had their origin outside of Europe. Sweden has recently taken steps to open up also for non-
European labour migrants. 

In terms of integration policy, the 1970s were formative. In 1975, multiculturalism was established 
as a core value for the State´s view on immigrants in Sweden. Immigrants were granted the rights to 
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take part in local elections, their cultural organizations were given State and municipal economic 
support, immigrant school children were entitled to get education in their mother tongue etc. About 
ten years later, in 1986, an important modification or clarification was done in relation to one 
component of this multicultural policy, namely the “freedom of choice” component. It was then 
declared that some core “Swedish” (universal) rights –for women and children– could not to be 
compromised with reference to cultural or religious differences. However, Sweden has yet not 
embarked on an assimilation policy route and the country has so far had a relatively generous 
attitude towards immigration and immigrants´ rights. According to the European Migrant 
Integration Policy Index (MIPEX), Sweden ranks at the top among 28 countries when summarizing 
over 100 different policy indicators (see Migrant integration… 2010). Surveys aiming at studying 
national differences in attitudes on immigration and immigrants also show that Swedes are the most 
pro-immigrant country in Europe (See European Social Survey 2010). 

There are currently (Sept. 30, 2010) 1 357,000 foreign-born individuals living in Sweden (14.4 per 
cent of the total population, 9.4 Million). Most of these are well integrated in Swedish society and 
make  important  contributions  to  the  Swedish  economy  and  to  social  and  cultural  life  in  general.  
However, integration problems are also a reality: many, especially those having arrived during the 
past 25 years from non-European countries, have subordinate positions on the labour and housing 
markets. The efficiency of the introductory programme (including the SFI, Swedish for immigrants) 
has been questioned since the 1980s and many institutional reforms have been launched in order to 
make integration faster and better; still without much result. 

The chapter on settlement patterns shows that immigrants in Sweden –like in other countries– have 
a much more urban oriented settlement pattern in comparison with the native-born population. The 
tendency is however that the rapid relative growth of the immigrant population over the past three 
decades affects most parts of the country. The relative growth is fastest outside of the metropolitan 
regions. This is not only an effect of the refugee dispersal policy launched in 1984. The trend 
continues also after the important reform of this policy in 1994, when the “own housing option” 
(EBO) was introduced.  

Ethnic residential segregation is a salient feature of all larger Swedish cities. Larger cities normally 
comprise more than 15 per cent foreign-born and more than every fifth resident has a foreign 
background. Many neighbourhoods in these cities have a much higher proportion of immigrants and 
sometimes, like in Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmö, several housing estates have a majority of 
immigrant residents. Schools in these areas have subsequently few native Swedish-speaking pupils. 

Ethnic residential segregation is also something that has attracted much political and research 
interest over the past 20 to 30 years. Different policy measures have been launched in order to aim 
at a more regionally balanced situation concerning immigrants´ (in particular refugees´) settlement 
and also to improve the social situation in the immigrant-dense neighbourhoods. Both the refugee 
dispersal  policy  and  the  Metropolitan  development  initiative  were  introduced  as  means  that  were  
thought to be able to affect ethnic segregation in metropolitan areas. Neither has been successful in 
the sense that the level of segregation has decreased in any noticeable way.  

We have pointed out some key features of the ethnic residential segregation in Stockholm County. 
Firstly,  that  the  basic  geographical  pattern  is  very  stable  over  time  and  secondly  that  immigrant-
dense neighbourhoods are economically poor. Thirdly, we have demonstrated that ethnic specific 
differences in geographical distributions between groups can be understood in terms of an ethnic –
some would argue race-based– hierarchy, i.e. that categories living more at distance from the native 
Swedes and also are living in economically poor neighbourhoods, tend to be “visible minority” 
refugees from the Middle East and Africa. Fourthly, we have emphasized that despite the fact that 
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immigrant-dense areas are reproduced over time, they are indeed also highly dynamic places. Stable 
patterns do not mean that individuals remain for longer periods of time in the same neighbourhood.  

In the next step of this research project we will focus much more in detail on all these four aspects. 
We will study housing careers and neighbourhood dynamics and compare the developments in 
Stockholm with those in Copenhagen, Helsinki and Oslo. Hopefully, we will be able to see both 
similarities and differences and to better understand the particularities of each city and country, i.e. 
the importance of the different housing systems and integration policies for shaping and re-shaping 
residential segregation. 
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